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ABSTRACT 
 
“Radio” is a hard word to pin down. It refers to a physical device with certain 
properties— perhaps a dial and antenna—but also to a whole world of sonic 
communication: newscasts, call- in shows, police dispatches, music streaming services—
media that can be transmitted in any number of ways, on any number of devices. This 
dissertation focuses on Haitian music broadcasting as a social practice, meaning the 
programming formats, aesthetic conventions and listener experiences that make this 
particular medium function. I then trace those practices from Haiti’s terrestrial airwaves, 
out to the many digital media platforms that are ubiquitous in Haiti and Haitian-American 
communities today, arguing that there is a clear line of continuity across these various 
forms of radio. In doing so, this research offers a possible model for understanding the 
so-called 'digital revolution' of which we are all part, with the distinction that this model 
is rooted in media practices of the Global South. The four case studies that form the body 
of this dissertation are each framed around the specificity of Haitian radio—for both its 
producers and listeners—and progress outwards from the medium’s terrestrial roots, to its 
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farthest digital extensions. Chapter One introduces some of the program formats and 
hosting techniques heard commonly on Haiti’s airwaves, with a special focus on the art 
of ‘animation,’ by which broadcasters bring music to life through verbal commentary. 
Chapter Two provides a deeper history of broadcasting in Haiti and the Caribbean, 
arguing that radio in the region has been transnational in scope from its earliest 
applications. In Chapter Three the focus shifts to the United States, and to the specific 
regulatory, social and geographic dynamics that have informed the development of radio 
broadcasting among Haitian immigrants here. Finally, Chapter Four tells the stories of 
two musicians who have themselves taken on many of the roles and practices of 
broadcasters, as an opportunity for comparative analysis. Each case study considers how 
a diverse range of practices and technologies can be understood as still radio—toujou 
radyo—while investigating the musical consequences and social impact of these digital 
extensions. 
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INTRODUCTION: Things Must Change 
 
The first broadcast is in a studio—cramped, padded and dark—on the northern 
coast of Haiti. The studio sits on top of a three-story building, with a door leading straight 
out onto an open roof deck where the transmitter tower rises several more stories up in 
the air. There can’t be more than a few yards of wire between the microphone and the 
tower, from which the station’s signal—broadcast at just a few hundred watts—reaches 
the northernmost departments of the country. The second broadcast emanates from Port-
au-Prince, the capital of Haiti. This studio is open and uncluttered, but its signal is far 
more convoluted—relayed to a transmitter tower up in the hills, but also fed into a 
computer, where it branches out towards digital platforms1 like TuneIn, SoundCloud and 
AudioNow. The third broadcast is still in a studio, but this one is part of a Haitian 
immigrant community in the United States. There is no transmitter tower here; instead, 
the station simply runs the output of the mixer straight into an iPad, which then streams 
to Facebook. The fourth broadcast has no studio; it is a Haitian-American man on his 
phone in his bedroom in Boston.  
 It is easy to connect these four scenes into a narrative, moving from the past 
towards the future. There is technological movement: from the analog studio to the 
hybrid studio to the digital studio to the mobile studio. Then there is the geographic 
 
1 I use this term cautiously, as it suggests a degree of openness and flatness that I find misleading when 
discussing private companies such as Facebook or YouTube. Nevertheless, it is commonly understood, and 
useful for designating digital services within which users operate in dynamic ways. For a nuanced 
discussion of the term “platform,” it’s origins and politics, see Maria Eriksson and others, Spotify 
Teardown: Inside the Black Box of Streaming Music (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2019). 
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movement: from a provincial “third world” city, to the capital city, and ultimately 
overseas to the global city. These progressions would seem to tell the story of Haitian 
radio over time. The truth, however, is that all four broadcasts were taking place at the 
same time—in the 21st century—a time when Haitian broadcasters and listeners can 
choose between many modes of transmission. This project examines the relationship 
between those modes—analog and digital, on-air and online, public and private—but not 
in the teleological terms of transition and succession. Instead the focus is on the practices 
and experiences that transcend any single technology, and therefore force us to reconsider 
our most basic understanding of what radio is.2  
Terrestrial radio—by which I mean sound broadcast as subtly modulated radiation 
within a specific range of the electromagnetic spectrum—is Haiti’s most widespread 
form of electronic media, and its most important mode of music distribution. Radio in 
Haiti is a trendsetter and a powerbroker whose social significance has spread overseas 
and online along with Haitians themselves. On its face, the dissertation is an ethnography 
of that sprawling system of Haitian radio, with a specific focus on music programming. It 
goes inside spaces of production and reception, asking why these waves of radiation 
resonate in the way they do, and how the formats and techniques they nurtured have 
crossed so readily onto other technological platforms. But as much as this project is about 
Haitian radio, it addresses issues relevant to all media consumers who are navigating a 
 
2 Much like Michel de Certeau's The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
1984), this project investigates “ways of operating” (p. 21) that may at first appear unremarkable, or even 
innate. By using this same term of “practice,” I similarly hope to emphasize the significance of everyday 
human actions in defining radio itself.  
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period of technological change—which is to say, virtually everyone. It attempts to 
theorize radio’s digital extensions from perspective of the Global South and from the 
immigrant neighborhood; and in the process, to challenge some of the pervasive 
problems in the study of radio (and media) generally. In this introduction, I lay out three 
of these problems: the story of radio is told by the technology, the story of radio is told by 
the broadcasters, and the story of radio is told by the north. In exploring and critiquing 
these three discursive foils, I also build an analytical vocabulary, theoretical framework 
and research methodology for the four ethnographic case studies that follow.  
 
The story of radio is told by the technology. In encyclopedias and dictionaries, 
‘radio’ is described as “the technology of using radio waves,” or as something related to 
“radiant energy”—with the human act of “making or participating in radio broadcasts” 
relegated to a variant of a sub-listing of a tertiary definition.3 Even in media studies 
literature, ‘radio’ is often introduced first as an “invention” or “device,”4 and defined in 
terms of its technical properties.5 Its story then proceeds predictably as a series of 
technical revolutions—magnetic detectors, vacuum tubes, transistor circuitry, frequency 
modulation, digital encoding—each innovation displacing its predecessor and giving way 
to its successor.6 This conflation of the media and its associated technologies—as well as 
 
3 From Wikipedia and Merriam-Webster respectively: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radio; 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/radio. Accessed 11/11/2018. 
4 Susan J. Douglas, Listening In: Radio and the American Imagination (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2004), p. 3. 
5 Lewis Coe, Wireless Radio: A Brief History (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 2006), p. 3. 
6 See for example, Stan Gibilisco, Handbook of Radio and Wireless Technology (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1999). 
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the fixation on changes between those technologies—disguises that which remains 
unchanged over time: the human part.7 Increasingly, radio scholarship is opening to more 
phenomenological approaches,8 and tuning in to the medium’s social, cultural and 
experiential aspects;9 however, our analytical vocabulary for doing so remains limited. 
Part of the problem is the words themselves: technology and media. Both have 
colloquial usages that are easiest to articulate by example—integrated circuits and 
cathode ray tubes are technologies; radio broadcasting and cinema are media—but both 
have far more expansive applications as well. Take technology, which social scientists 
have defined alternately as “the way people do things,”10 “an organized method used by a 
group to deal with its surroundings,”11 the “organization of knowledge for the 
achievement of practical purposes,”12 and “a means to fulfill a human purpose.”13 Each of 
these definitions reflects the belief that technology encompasses far more than 
mechanical instruments, and that it is fundamentally social—a view that is widely 
 
7 Lisa Gitelman, Always Already New: Media, History and the Data of Culture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2006), p. 2. 
8 Paddy Scannell, Radio, Television and Modern Life – A Phenomenological Approach (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1996). 
9 Radio Reader: Essays in the Cultural History of Radio, ed. by Michele Hilmes and Jason Loviglio (New 
York: Routledge, 2002); Radio Fields: Anthropology and Wireless Sound in the 21st Century, ed. by Lucas 
Bessire and Daniel Fisher (New York: New York University Press, 2012). 
10 Lynn White, Medieval Technology and Social Change (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), p. 141. 
11 Édouard Glissant, Caribbean Discourse: Selected Essays, ed. by J Michael Dash (Charlottesville: 
University Press of Virginia, 1989), p. 16. 
12 Richard Sheridan, ‘Changing Sugar Technology and the Labour Nexus in the British Caribbean, 1750–
1900, with Special Reference to Barbados and Jamaica.’, Nieuwe West-Indische Gids/New West Indian 
Guide, 63.1/2 (1989), 59–93 (p. 59). 
13 W. Brian Arthur, The Nature of Technology: What It Is and How It Evolves (New York: Free Press, 2009), 
p. 28. 
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accepted in contemporary anthropology,14 and reflected in the use of the term in reference 
to everything from “magic in Creole religions”15 to Carnival music16 and “social 
imaginaries.”17  
 Within media studies, technology has taken on a similarly broad social meaning, 
and yet in practice retains a more strictly material connotation.18 In part, this serves to 
make the very distinction I have been arguing for—that between media and technology—
and I will therefore limit my own usage of “technology” to physical systems and 
apparatuses, while still attempting to account for their highly social nature. Jonathan 
Sterne offers a good example of this position, defining technologies as “repeatable social, 
cultural, and material processes crystallized into mechanisms.”19 Besides the obviously 
material focus, it is also worth noting here the order of the terms: the social process 
begets the mechanism, not the other way around. This order of operations is the essence 
of Sterne’s entire argument about sonic culture and sound reproduction, illustrating 
clearly how the very definition of technology—as either social or material, an instrument 
or an activity—is a starting point for debates of determinism, agency and social 
 
14 Hsain Ilahiane and Marcie L. Venter, ‘Introduction: Technologies and the Transformation of Economies’, 
Economic Anthropology, 3.2 (2016), 191–202. 
15 Margarite Fernandez Olmos, Joseph M Murphy, and Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert, Creole Religions of the 
Caribbean: An Introduction from Vodou and Santeria to Obeah and Espiritismo, Second Edition, 2nd ed.. 
(New York: NYU Press, 2011), p. 13. 
16 Jocelyne Guilbault, Governing Sound: The Cultural Politics of Trinidad’s Carnival Musics (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2007), p. 40. 
17 D Sneath, M Holbraad, and MA Pedersen, ‘Technologies of the Imagination: An Introduction’, Ethnos, 
74.1 (2009), 5–30. 
18 See for example: Brian Larkin, Signal and Noise: Media, Infrastructure, and Urban Culture in Nigeria 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008); Jonathan Sterne, The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound 
Reproduction (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003); Emily Thompson, The Soundscape of Modernity: 
Architectural Acoustics and the Culture of Listening in America, 1900-1933 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002). 
19 Sterne, p. 8. 
  
6 
constructivism (more on this debate in the following section). Martin Heidegger made a 
similar argument over six decades ago: “So long as we represent technology as an 
instrument, we remain transfixed in the will to master it. We press on past the essence of 
technology”—in other words, definitions can blind us even as they guide our thinking.20  
 The words media, medium and mediation are all rooted in the Latin medius, 
meaning intermediate or middle, yet their English definitions now enclose a great number 
of related concepts—from interpersonal arbitration to contact with spiritual forces.21 Still, 
the common element of connection or ‘betweenness’ remains, and informs the colloquial 
understanding of “media” as formats of mass communication. The word “mass” is an 
important modifier, linking media such as radio and television with the logic of 
industrialization and economies of scale. Theodor Adorno made this linkage quite 
explicit by attaching the word “mass” to virtually every subject he felt had been corrupted 
by its contact with changing technology: “mass culture,” “ mass society,” “mass 
production,” and “mass art.”22 Many other scholars have used the term “mass media” as a 
distinct category, often carrying forward the same industrial associations and negative 
 
20 Martin Heidegger, ‘The Question Concerning Technology’, in Martin Heidegger: Basic Writings (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1977), p. 12. 
21 All dictionary definitions and etymologies from Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-webster.com/ 
Accessed 4/27/2017 
22 Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, ‘The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception’, in 
Dialectic of Enlightenment (New York: Continuum, 1993). 
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implications.23 Just as often, however, the “mass” is left off, leaving the scale of 
communication a matter of inference or assumption in discussions of “media.”24  
As with the word technology, definitions of media contain their own ideologies. 
Marshall McLuhan famously described media as “the extensions of man,” suggesting a 
cyborg-like body that is progressively augmented by the scale of each “new 
technology.”25 Sterne, once again aligning the terms of his definition with his thesis, 
defines a medium as “the social basis that allows a set of technologies to stand out as a 
unified thing with clearly defined functions.”26 While these two understandings of media 
reflect differing narratives of causality, they share a basic framework: technology is a 
physical thing, media is what you do with it—or as Sterne writes later in the same 
chapter: “a technology is simply a machine that performs a function; a medium is a 
network of repeatable relations.”27 Simon Frith makes a similar distinction using the 
language of computing: “hardware is the equipment,” while “software is what the 
equipment plays,”28 much as Michele Hilmes distinguishes between the physical 
 
23 See for example: Reebee Garofalo, ‘From Music Publishing to MP3: Music and Industry in the Twentieth 
Century’, American Music, 17.3 (1999), 318–54 (p. 341); Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel, The Popular Arts 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1964), p. 35; Stephen P Hughes, ‘The “music Boom” in Tamil South India: 
Gramophone, Radio and the Making of Mass Culture’, Historical Journal of Film, Radio, and Television, 
22.4 (2002), 445–73; Peter Manuel, Cassette Culture: Popular Music and Technology in North India 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993); Martin Stokes, ‘Marx, Money, and Musicians’, in Music and 
Marx: Ideas, Practice, Politics, ed. by Regula Burckhardt Quereshi (New York: Routledge, 2002). 
24 Marshall McCluhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994). 
25 McCluhan, p. 1. 
26 Sterne, p. 182. 
27 Sterne, p. 210. 
28 Simon Frith, ‘The Industrialization of Music’, in The Popular Music Studies Reader, ed. by Andy Bennet, 
Barry Shank, and Jason Toynbee (New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 233. 
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technology of radio transmission and the “new medium of ‘radio broadcasting’” that 
emerged in twentieth century.29  
Following these authors’ parsing of ‘medium’ and ‘technology,’ I define “radio” 
in primarily social terms: the programming formats, aesthetic conventions, modes of 
address, public expectations and listener experiences that have allowed the technology of 
electromagnetic transmission to “stand out as a clearly defined thing with clearly defined 
functions”—in this case, broadcasting sound to many listeners at once. In other words, I 
define radio first as a medium rather than a technology, and when I do refer specifically 
to the medium’s initial mechanical basis, I’ll make that clear by using the terms 
“electromagnetic transmission” or simply “terrestrial radio.” Of course, the social basis 
underlying my definition has never been singular and universal, and nor was it pre-
determined. As Sterne and others have pointed out, early radio was often a one-on-one 
conversation rather than a one-to-many broadcast, so much so that the playwright Bertold 
Brecht dreamed of radio as a tool that would make “listeners hear but also speak.”30 
Indeed, the first known music ‘broadcast’ occurred in 1920 when a radio hobbyist put a 
phonograph player in front of his microphone and started a trend of “wireless concerts.”31 
Radio practices are as diverse as radio practitioners; that is why it’s so much easier to 
define radio by its technical properties, which are relatively fixed, rather than its social 
properties, which are the subject of constant innovation and negotiation.  
 
29 Michele Hilmes, ‘Radio and the Imagined Community’, in The Sound Studies Reader, ed. by Jonathan 
Sterne (New York, 2012), p. 252. 
30 Quoted in Peter Lewis and Jerry Booth, The Invisible Medium: Public, Commercial, and Community 
Radio (Washington DC: Howard University Press, 1990), p. 186. 
31 Douglas, p. 15. 
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The functional malleability and cultural specificity of radio does not, however, 
negate the value of defining the medium in social terms; it simply emphasizes the 
importance of constantly checking our assumptions about what radio is, and what it does. 
That type of reckoning is occasionally reflected in the existing literature on internet 
broadcasting,32 with each of these authors examining how the practices of terrestrial radio 
are deployed in digital contexts, as I aim to do. Chris Priestman’s work is especially 
productive, which following in the phenomenological approach of Paddy Scannell, 
develops the term “narrowcasting” as a means to illustrate the same-but-different nature 
of radio online.33 Outside this valuable body of theoretical literature, however, much of 
the writing on internet radio focuses narrowly on the empirical metrics of internet 
platforms,34 or the specific economic and regulatory framework in which online 
broadcasters operate.35 This perspective reinforces the conflation of medium and 
technology, even as the technology itself has shifted. 
 
32 See for example: DA Black, ‘Internet Radio: A Case Study in Medium Specificity’, Media, Culture and 
Society, 23.3 (2001), 397–408; Freire A Moscote, ‘Remediating Radio: Audio Streaming, Music 
Recommendation and the Discourse of Radioness’, The Radio Journal: International Studies in Broadcast 
and Audio Media, 5.2–3 (2004), 97–112; Chris Priestman, ‘Narrowcasting and the Dream of Radio’s Great 
Global Conversation’, Radio Journal:International Studies in Broadcast & Audio Media, 2.2 (2004), 77–88; 
Jo Tacchi, ‘The Need for Radio Theory in the Digital Age’, International Journal of Cultural Studies, 3.2 
(2000), 289–98. 
33 Priestman, p. 78. 
34 See for example: AB Albarran, T Anderson, and LG Bejar, ‘What Happened to Our Audience: Radio and 
New Technology Uses and Gratifications among Young Adult Users’, The Journal of Radio Studies, 14.2 
(2007), 92–101; F Kuhn, ‘Internet Radio Flows: Between the Local and the Global’, The Journal of Radio 
Studies, 9.1 (2011), 35–49; RA Lind and N Medoff, ‘Radio Stations and the World Wide Web’, The Journal 
of Radio Studies, 6.2 (1999), 203–21; W Ren and SM Chan-Olmsted, ‘Radio Content on the World Wide 
Web: Comparing Streaming Radio Stations in the United States’, The Journal of Radio Studies, 11.1 (2004), 
6–25; B Stark, ‘What Attracts Listeners to Web Radio? A Case Study from Germany’, The Radio Journal: 
International Studies in Broadcast and Audio Media, 11.2 (2013), 185–202. 
35 John Nathan Anderson, ‘Radio Broadcasting ’ s Digital Dilemma’, 2012; Noriko Manabe, ‘A Tale of Two 
Countries: Online Radio in the United States and Japan’, in The Oxford Handbook of Mobile Music and 
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This focus on definitions is not pure semantics, and it’s especially important in 
our current moment of rapid development in information and communication 
technologies. Just as the telegraph, phonograph, and terrestrial radio produced wild and 
inflated predictions of cultural transformation in their own times, the language of our 
current ‘digital revolution’ suggests a total break with the past. We are witness to the 
‘disruption’ of established industries (retail, music), the obsolescence of old technologies 
(print, CDs), and the ‘convergence’ of traditional media forms (news, film, television), all 
leading towards a seemingly brand-new digital future. Many of the new industrial giants 
of our time emphasize this feeling of disjuncture with the past. Uber claims it’s not a taxi 
company and Airbnb claims it’s not an accommodations company—their service is their 
technology, so they say.36 In much the same way, Twitter, Spotify and YouTube present 
themselves primarily as tech companies rather than media companies, disguising 
important commonalities and linkages with the ‘old media’ they aim to disrupt (for 
example, the three major record labels each own significant shares in Spotify). I want to 
flip that perspective by focusing on the continuity and resilience of radio as a practice, 
even as the medium joins with the retailers, newspapers, and entertainers in the exchange 
of bits and bytes.  
To give one example specific to radio, in the early 1990s many tech experts 
predicted that the internet would mean the end for all live programming. The logic was 
simple: why would anyone conform their lives to a fixed broadcast clock when they 
 
Sound Studies, Vol. 1., ed. by S Gopinath and J Stanyek (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp. 
456–95. 
36 Eriksson and others, p. 10. 
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could access all media on their own schedule. Nicholas Negroponte, founder of MIT’s 
Media Lab, wrote that “Digital life will include very little real-time broadcast” and Bill 
Gates similarly envisioned the change of “synchronous communications into 
asynchronous forms.”37 Both failed to see that the social basis for live media remained 
unchanged, and would find new expressions on digital platforms like Facebook and 
YouTube. Apple Music now touts its live radio channels, and even Spotify, which 
initially presented itself as the ultimate on-demand music platform, has increasingly 
emphasized the “real time-ness” of its service through playlists designed for specific 
moods or activities, all updated and coordinated to provide “music for every moment.”38 
When I interviewed Paul Lamere, one the lead developers of Spotify’s recommendation 
algorithms, he embraced this legacy of radio. His basic goal is to translate what radio DJs 
have been doing for seventy-five years into a technological system with new affordances: 
“So we can take advantage of understanding all these rules of generating a good playlist, 
but we don’t then have to tailor it satisfy everyone; we can tailor it to a single 
individual.”39 As Lamere’s work demonstrates, radio as a medium and mindset is far 
more resilient than radio’s initial technological basis.  
Thinking even more broadly, this question of continuity is relevant to all media 
formats that have crossed the digital divide and can no longer be defined by their 
technologies of origin. What does the 50-minute ‘album’ mean without the record or CD? 
 
37 N Negroponte, Being Digital (New York: Random House, 1995), p. 168; Bill Gates, The Road Ahead (New 
York: Penguin Books, 1995), p. 66. 
38 Eriksson and others, p. 132. 
39 Paul Lamere, personal communication, 8/12/2015. At the time of this interview, Lamere was the 
director of developer platforms at The Echo Nest, a musical intelligence division of Spotify. 
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What does the 45-minute TV episode mean without broadcasting slots? All forms of 
mediated expression are bounded by material and technological constraints, yet even 
when released from those constraints, their form retains some trace of that original bond. 
Whether that is due to inertia, nostalgia, or some inherent cultural value is not always 
clear, but by attempting to parse out these forces in the case of radio, I hope to draw 
attention to the importance of media’s social nature at a moment in time when media 
themselves seem to be liberated from all traditional forms.  
To frame this entire discussion in more concrete terms, I propose thinking of radio 
the technology and radio the medium as comprising a kind of Venn diagram, with only a 
modest amount of overlap. In that middle area you have terrestrial broadcasting—what is 
most undeniably ‘radio.’ Then on one side the originating technology of electromagnetic 
transmission spreads out towards entirely different functions like ship to shore 
communication and wi-fi. On the other side, the practices and experiences that allowed 
“radio” to crystallize in the first place are translated onto a variety of technological 
platforms like web streaming and Facebook. My research begins in that overlapping 
region—terrestrial broadcasting—but ultimately it heads for the medium’s outer edge, 
where the practices of radio transcends its technology. Along the way I return many times 
to the simple questions: How does this change the meaning of radio? How is this still 
radio—toujou radyo?  
 
The story of radio is told by the broadcasters. It takes place in studios, behind 
microphones, at the controls; and it rarely includes the listeners themselves in the 
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telling.40 This erasure of listeners and the act of reception has many consequences. It 
reinforces a gender, class and racial bias within radio studies—focusing discussion on the 
educated white male voices that have dominated broadcasting in Euro-American 
contexts41—as well as a geographic bias, reducing the vast story of terrestrial 
broadcasting to a few centers of production like New York and London. The further 
implication is that radio’s diverse and dispersed listeners are fundamentally passive: they 
exercise no creativity and hold no power. Radio is sometimes even described in these 
exact terms, as a ‘passive medium’—something we can consume absentmindedly while 
driving a car or hanging drywall.42  
Instead, I propose thinking of listening as an active process—one that requires 
creativity and discretion,43 generates new and specific meanings,44 negotiates between 
multiple spatial orientations,45 leads to meaningful action in the world,46 and ultimately 
 
40 See for example: Asa Briggs, The History of Broadcasting in the United Kingdom, Volume I: The Birth of 
Broadcasting (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Coe; Michele Hilmes, Radio Voices: American 
Broadcasting, 1922-1952 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997). 
41 Donna Halper, Invisible Stars: A Social History of Women in American Broadcasting (New York: 
Routledge, 2014); Jeffrey Layne Blevins and Karla Martinez, ‘A Political-Economic History of FCC Policy on 
Minority Broadcast Ownership’, The Communication Review, 13.3 (2010), 216–38. 
42 Tom McCourt, Conflicting Communication Interests in America: The Case of National Public Radio 
(Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 1999), p. 16. 
43 Gavin Steingo, Kwaito’s Promise: Music and the Aesthetics of Freedom in South Africa (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2016). 
44 Jennifer W Kyker, ‘Listening in the Wilderness: The Audience Reception of Oliver Mtukudzi’s Music in 
the Zimbabwean Diaspora’, Ethnomusicology, 57.2 (2013), 261–85. 
45 Elizabeth Mcalister, ‘Listening for Geographies: Music as Sonic Compass Pointing Toward African and 
Christian Diasporic Horizons in the Caribbean.’, Black Music Research Journal, 32.2 (2012), 25–50. 
46 Jocelyne Guilbault, ‘Music, Politics, and Pleasure: Live Soca in Trinidad’, Small Axe: A Caribbean Journal 
of Criticism, 14.31 (2010), 16–29; M.-H. T. Pham, ‘Listening as a Labor of Love: Commerce, Community, 
and Little Saigon Radio’, Positions: Asia Critique, 21.4 (2013), 987–1018. 
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shapes the making of the broadcast itself.47 This concept of production and reception as a 
single active circuit is rooted in Stuart Hall’s seminal 1973 article, “Encoding, 
Decoding.”48 In it, Hall argues that media products don’t have intrinsic or transparent 
meaning; rather, they are packages of signs that must be interpreted (or “decoded”) by 
their recipients. Without this act of interpretation, there can be no consumption of media, 
and the circuit of production remains unfulfilled. But with this act of interpretation, there 
opens up the possibility of individual agency that transforms or even defies the original 
encoded sign—much like the creative ‘mis-firings’ that disrupt entrenched power 
structures in the writing of Judith Butler.49 While Hall celebrates this liberatory potential 
(as well as the circular nature of production, circulation, consumption and reproduction), 
he does emphasize that the relationship of producers and consumers is not symmetrical.50 
Power dynamics do exist—reinforced by the pervasive notion that media are basically 
transparent, and their consumers are basically passive.  
In attempting to account for listeners and listening, we must engage with one of 
the central questions surrounding all media and technology: to what extent do these 
products determine our experiences, and to what extent do we exercise individual agency 
through our use of them? This question will return in various forms throughout the case 
studies, and so it is worth reviewing this notion of ‘determinism’ in some detail. It has a 
long academic literature, and remains widespread in popular discourse—especially in the 
 
47 Alejandra Bronfman, Isles of Noise: Sonic Media in the Caribbean (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2016), p. 126. 
48 Stewart Hall, ‘Encoding, Decoding’, in The Cultural Studies Reader (New York: Routledge, 1999). 
49 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of ‘Sex’ (New York: Routledge, 1993), p. 95. 
50 Stewart Hall, p. 94. 
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context of emerging technologies and their associated media. For example, every time the 
Huffington Post ponders “The Impact of Technology on the Developing Child,” or the 
Washington Post lists “36 ways the Web has changed us,” or an NPR blogger asks “Did 
Social Media Ruin Election 2016?”—there is a strain of determinism, in which the tool or 
platform itself “is assumed to transform its users directly.”51   
Technological determinism is rooted in Marxist thought, and since the nineteenth 
century has been theorized in varying degrees—‘hard’ or ‘soft,’ ‘strong’ or ‘weak’—and 
in a number of specific contexts.52 But for scholars of media and popular culture, 
determinism is most strongly associated with the work of one man: Theodor Adorno. 
Writing along with Max Horkheimer in 1944, Adorno railed against the rise of the 
“culture industry,” including its media formats—radio, television, magazines, movies—
and its artistic idioms, most notably jazz.53 The key element of Adorno’s critique that has 
made him—and the ‘Frankfurt School’ of which he was a part—an icon of determinism, 
is the total lack of individual agency for the consumers and users of this “mass culture.” 
Industry produces their desires and demands as surely as it produces the goods to satisfy 
them. It provides the illusion of total freedom, but the “freedom to choose what is always 
the same.”54 In Adorno’s view, this numbing and stunting of the public’s imagination is 
an inevitable result of the “the products themselves”—their rapid pace, their cheap 
 
51 The three blog posts cited are by Cris Rowan (7/29/2013), Catilin Dewey (3/12/2014), and Sam Sanders 
(11/8/2016) respectively. Timothy Taylor, Strange Sounds: Music, Technology and Culture (New York: 
Routledge, 2001), p. 26. 
52 B Bimber, ‘Karl Marx and the Three Faces of Technological Determinism’, Social Studies of Science, 20.2 
(1990), 333–51. 
53 Adorno and Horkheimer, pp. 1, 13. 
54 Adorno and Horkheimer, p. 24. 
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effects, and above all their constant repetition—supporting his argument that the social 
outcomes he scorns are in fact “inherent in the technical and personnel apparatus” of the 
culture industry, specifically the reproduction and wireless transmission of images and 
sound.55 
 Even in the doom and gloom of the Frankfurt School, determinism came in many 
shades, best illustrated by one of Adorno’s long-time associates and correspondents: 
Walter Benjamin. Both men were Jewish exiles of Hitler’s Germany; Benjamin’s career, 
however, was cut short by his suicide as he attempted to escape France ahead of the Nazi 
advance. Ironically, it is Benjamin who is remembered as the social optimist. Writing in 
1936 on “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” Benjamin outlines 
many of the same themes found in Adorno’s later work. He argues that art has been 
fundamentally transformed by technology, and that this process of industrialization has 
stripped from it a certain essence—what he terms the “aura.”56 And as in Adorno, 
technology itself enters in this process as a seemingly autonomous force that instigates 
new forms of artistic production and “changes the reaction of the masses towards art.”57 
Where Benjamin and Adorno fundamentally diverge, is how they feel about these 
developments. Benjamin embraces the popular forms that Adorno disparages, arguing 
that mechanical reproduction “emancipates the work of art from its parasitical 
 
55 Adorno and Horkheimer, pp. 2, 4. 
56 Walter Benjamin, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, in Illuminations: Essays and 
Reflections, ed. by Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), p. 3. 
57 Benjamin, p. 14. 
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dependence on ritual,” and provokes more progressive and critical responses from its 
audiences.58  
United in their understanding of technology but divided in their outlook on it—
Benjamin and Adorno illustrate well the slippage between agentful optimism and 
technological determinism, views which at first blush seem entirely opposed to one 
another. Another illustration of this fact comes a generation later in 1964, when a pair of 
books was published that would become touchstones in discussions of media, agency and 
the arts: Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media, and Stuart Hall and Paddy 
Whannel’s The Popular Arts. In Timothy Taylor’s accounting, the two books fall neatly 
in opposing schools of thought. McLuhan’s “technological-deterministic attitudes are 
unmistakable,” he writes, exemplified by the often-quoted line: “the medium is the 
message.”59 Meanwhile, Hall and his “Birmingham School” of cultural studies represent 
a total rejection of the Frankfurt School’s “top-down” view of culture in favor of a 
“bottom-up notion of popular culture.”60 This clear sorting, however, ignores important 
resonances between both arguments, as well as those of their Frankfurt forbearers.   
In the opening chapter of Understanding Media, McLuhan lambasts what he calls 
“somnambulism”—a technical term for sleepwalking, understood here as the mistaken 
belief that technology is simply a passive instrument—and makes his point with far-flung 
examples such as: “The smallpox virus is in itself neither good nor bad; it is the way it is 
 
58 Benjamin, pp. 6, 14, 15. 
59 Taylor, p. 27. 
60 Taylor, p. 22, emphasis in original. 
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used that determines its value.”61 Somnambulism is a convenient foil for making his own 
claim that “the personal and social consequences of any medium” flow from its technical 
properties, not its content. It doesn’t matter so much what song the band records or what 
good the factory churns out: in both cases the “restructuring of human work and 
association was shaped by the technique of fragmentation that is the essence of machine 
technology.”62 So far this reads as a narrow brand of determinism, in which consumers 
themselves exercise no power, except that for McLuhan media only become our master 
when we ignore their power—when we ‘sleepwalk’ through their corridors. At the close 
of the chapter he writes: “Subliminal and docile acceptance of media impact has made 
them prisons without walls for their human users.”63 Ironically, here it is the recognition 
of determinism that ultimately brings the possibility of agency.  
Hall and Whannel’s work shares a great deal with McLuhan’s. They are similarly 
invested in the serious study of popular culture and media, and specifically in the value of 
media literacy as a component of education.64 They also look to the “revolution in 
communications” and the “modern ‘mechanical’ media” as active drivers of social 
change, rather than passive instruments.65 And they even channel some of Adorno’s 
cynicism in their account of “mass art” that “has no personal quality” and relies instead 
on stereotypes and formulas.66 Where Hall and Whannel distinguish themselves, 
 
61 McCluhan, p. 3. 
62 McCluhan, p. 1. 
63 McCluhan, p. 10. 
64 Hall and Whannel, p. 21. 
65 Hall and Whannel, pp. 19, 61. 
66 Hall and Whannel, pp. 68–69. 
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however, is in their elevation of “popular art”—that which is “expressive of popular taste, 
but does not exploit it”—and its constructive use of media as “agents of socialization” 
and platforms for “imaginative experiences.”67 This celebration of the popular is 
reminiscent of Walter Benjamin (in fact, both works reference Charlie Chaplin as a 
positive example), but ultimately Hall and Whannel go much farther in their vision of the 
democratic potential of new media technologies, a vision that Hall extends in his later 
work on reception studies (1973), as well as resistance and “youth subcultures” (1976).68 
In many respects, these different shades of optimism reflect their authors’ respective 
times and circumstances. In 1964, new media spread the “teenage revolution,” but in 
Benjamin’s day they also spread the shadow of fascism: “We could not have conquered 
Germany,” said Hitler, “without the loudspeaker.”69  
I have focused on a small body of scholarship—four publications over a span of 
three decades—to demonstrate how some of the complex dynamics in the determinism 
debate connect with the notion of audience reception, but the same dynamics are very 
much at play elsewhere. Jacques Atalli’s Noise repeats many of Adorno’s fears of 
recording media as a “means of social control” that through constant repetition produce 
their own demand.70 Once again, technology is the independent variable, literally 
dividing history into eras of “representation” and “repetition,” but Atalli also identifies 
 
67 Hall and Whannel, pp. 65, 48, 39. 
68 Stewart Hall; Stuart Hall and Tony Jefferson, Resistance through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-War 
Britain (New York: Routledge, 2006). 
69 Evan Eisenberg, The Recording Angel: Music, Records and Culture from Aristotle to Zapp (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2005), p. 25. 
70 Jacques. Attali, Noise: The Political Economy of Music (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1985), pp. 87, 103. 
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cracks in the edifice where technologies such as the cassette can disrupt industry’s 
monopoly on repetition, possibly even leading to a new era of “composition,” when 
music becomes a form of “self-communication” and “self-transcendence.”71 Martin 
Heidegger takes this back and forth movement to the extreme in his essay “The Question 
Concerning Technology,” a kind of thought experiment that swings from pure 
instrumentalism to hard determinism (described as “enframing” or “destining”), then 
settles on the possibility of individual agency—one crucially dependent on awareness and 
reflection. In Heidegger, the “essence of technology is in a lofty sense ambiguous,” 
capable of both repression and emancipation, contestation and determination.72  
Within all the determinism literature I have reviewed here, there is one consistent 
thread: “technological change comes from outside society as part of an autonomous 
scientific advancement,” which then produces cultural effects with varying degrees of 
human input.73 The listeners’ agency—to the extent that it exists at all—remains confined 
to their own internal experiences; they have no impact on the media and technology 
themselves. The more radical critique of technological determinism flips that script, 
arguing that culture is the independent variable that determines the development of 
technology. This perspective, called ‘social constructivism,’ brings us back to Jonathan 
Sterne’s work, which makes a case for “the cultural origins of sound reproduction.” 
According to Sterne, the ‘invention’ of phonography, telephony and radio in the late 
nineteenth century represent the mechanical articulation of ongoing “cultural currents,” 
 
71 Attali, pp. 99, 32. 
72 Heidegger, p. 17. See also Manuel, Cassette Culture: Popular Music and Technology in North India, p. 4. 
73 Ilahiane and Venter, p. 194. 
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such as Capitalism, rationalism, new understandings of sound, and crucially: new 
practices of listening.74 To make this point, he traces the history of prior technologies 
such as the stethoscope and telegraph, both of which drew on the ‘rationalization’ of 
sound, and also facilitated new auditory techniques among their users. These users and 
consumers emerge as pivotal figures in the narrative, collectively driving the 
technological changes they will later absorb into their daily lives. When Sterne does treat 
the work of Edison and Bell, he eschews the popular mythologies of invention that tend 
to silo radio transmission, telephony and phonography as singular works of genius. 
Instead he concentrates on their “common cultural origins” and often overlapping 
applications.75  
Much like Edison and Bell’s inventions, Sterne’s ideas did not spring fully 
formed out of a vacuum; they too reflect a long intellectual history. As Ilahiane and 
Venter note in a 2016 review article for Economic Anthropology, both sociologists and 
anthropologists have focused attention on the social construction of technology since the 
1970s.76 This turn away from determinism and the accompanying recognition that 
technology—like history—is “not a linear process,” reflects a larger reevaluation of 
Marxism in the social sciences.77 Whereas Adorno and Atalli might describe history in 
terms of epochal shifts and critique the “fetishism of commodities,” writers such as Arjun 
Appadurai and Stuart Hall employ a broader reading of Marx, in which Capitalism and 
 
74 Sterne, p. 2. 
75 Sterne, p. 184. 
76 Ilahiane and Venter, p. 194. 
77 Fernand Braudel, The Structures of Everyday Life: The Limits of the Possible (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1992), p. 334. 
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commodities are contested, conditional and often contradictory entities.78 Much of this 
work questions the ‘newness’ of industrial capitalism itself—Appadurai for example, 
argues that the commodity form preceded Capitalism, and Hall argues that the ‘popular’ 
arts preceded “new media”—just as Sterne questions the ‘newness’ of specific 
technologies.79 
Within media studies, there are many additional precedents for the social 
constructivist perspective. Friedrich Kittler’s Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, originally 
published in German in 1977, explicitly questions the flow of causation between 
technology and culture—using the phonograph as a specific example. Speaking more 
generally, Kittler notes that “If media are anthropological a prioris, then humans cannot 
have invented language; rather, they must have evolved as its pets, victims, or 
subjects.”80 By taking determinism to the extreme, Kittler illuminates the flaw in its 
logic: no matter how much technology may influence, behind that influence there must be 
other influences. Or in the words of a well-known Haitian proverb: ‘beyond mountains, 
there are mountains.’81 Heidegger makes a similar point when he says that “the essence 
of technology is nothing technological”—the bolts, wires and machinery are simply a 
“revealing” of a more fundamental development in society—one which inevitably 
 
78 For example:Arjun Appadurai, ‘Introduction: Commodities and the Politics of Value’, in The Social Life of 
Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. by Arjun Appadurai (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986); Frith; Stuart Hall, ‘Race, Articulation and Societies Structured in Dominance’, in Sociological 
Theories: Race and Colonialism (UNESCO, 1980); Stokes. 
79 Hall and Whannel, p. 60. 
80 Friedrich Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), p. 109. 
81 Gage Averill, A Day for the Hunter, A Day for the Prey: Popular Music and Power in Haiti (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1997), p. 9. 
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involves the consumers as well as the producers of technology.82 Even Adorno, 
determinist par excellence, hints at this perspective, writing: “the basis on which 
technology acquires power over society is the power of those whose economic hold over 
society is greatest.”83 Again, more mountains.  
As should be clear from this literature, the focus on broadcasters as the central 
characters of radio is linked closely with the focus on technology itself—after all, the 
studio is where most of the gadgetry dwells. But this tendency to remain inside the studio 
is further compounded by the practical challenges of doing research anywhere else. The 
broadcaster is easy to locate and study, but the recipients of terrestrial radio waves are 
dispersed and anonymous—too numerous and various to fully comprehend. The radio 
industry itself faces the same challenge, such that audience evaluation has grown into its 
own business. Nielsen (formerly Arbitron) is the largest firm in the North American 
market, and it serves as a powerful mediator between stations, advertisers and listeners. 
Their data gathering methods, however, have historically under-represented young people 
and communities of color, and their focus is squarely on numbers, with the audience itself 
representing simply an “economic product or coin of exchange.”84  
The BBC and other national broadcasters have tended to take a more idealistic 
approach, with the focus instead on qualitative methods for measuring the extent and 
value of media engagement. But this approach raises challenges of its own: how many 
 
82 Heidegger, p. 14. 
83 Adorno and Horkheimer, p. 1. 
84 Dolores Ines Casillas, Sounds of Belonging: U.S. Spanish-Language Radio and Public Advocacy (New 
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listeners can you possibly reach, what questions do you ask them, and how can their 
responses speak for the masses? Robert Silvey, the BBC’s head of Audience Research 
from 1936-1960, agonized over how to rate different types of listener experience—
pondering questions such as: if a woman listens to sports because her husband wants it 
on, is she even part of the audience at all?85 In his history of Cuban radio, Oscar Luis 
López recounts the absurd lengths that that nation’s surveyors went to in order to 
understand their people’s media habits (surveyors were instructed to conduct one 
interview per minute during a two hour and fifteen minute-period), ultimately 
concluding: “You don’t need to be a great psychologist, or an expert in statistics, to 
understand that no human being is capable of completing this task.”86  
Increasingly, media scholars are themselves attempting this same task—through 
surveys,87 focus-groups,88 or archival materials such as station correspondence89—while 
others in the field are calling for the use of more ambitious qualitative methods.90 Of 
course, the growth of digital media platforms creates a wealth of new opportunities for 
broadcasters to know their own audiences, for technology companies to surveil them,91 
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and for researchers to contact them.92 Ethnographic work on radio, however, remains 
largely grounded in the studio,93 reflecting the historic ideal of a spatially bounded field 
site where social interactions can be observed in person, and over a long period of time.94 
In popular music scholarship as well, the studio is often privileged as a site of social 
negotiation between artists, technicians and industry personnel,95 and as a critical node in 
the relationship of music and commerce.96 What’s routinely lost in these accounts is the 
act of reception itself as a site of social and cultural negotiation.97  
My own research will spend a good deal of time in the studio as well, examining 
the individuals and devices that create radio signals, but I endeavor to always ask where 
those signals are going, how they’re being received, and how that reception feeds back 
into the studio itself. That perspective is valuable for all studies of media, but it is 
unavoidable in the case of Haitian radio. Each of the four ethnographic case studies 
document a culture of intense audience engagement—through call-ins, shout-outs, 
amateur broadcasts, online comments and dance moves—in many respects fulfilling 
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Brecht’s vision of radio that makes “listeners hear but also speak.” Therefore, in 
attempting to understand the specificity of radio’s social basis in Haiti and Haitian 
communities, listeners must be part of the story.   
 
The story of radio is told by the north. It’s told from the ham radio shack in 
Pittsburg and the boardrooms of Rockefeller Center; from the propaganda ministries of 
Hitler and Stalin, and from the orderly studios at the BBC and RTF. This Euro-American 
bias in media studies as a field is pronounced,98 and when other geographic contexts are 
mentioned at all, it is often in the form of a disclaimer,99 a footnote,100 or an illustration 
of pre-modern relations with technology.101 But the tenor of the bias changes within 
different readings of technology’s influence on or from society. Hard determinism is 
teleological, leaving little room for ‘multiple modernities’ or ‘exaptations’ of existing 
technologies.102 Constructivism, on the other hand, tends to focus on the moments and 
locations of technical invention, as is the case for Sterne.103 But if we follow his logic 
beyond the borders of the United States, it begs the question: is radio in Haiti still the 
“crystallization” of Victorian rationalism and American Capitalism? Or are these media 
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technologies constructed anew in each cultural milieu to reflect local understandings of 
sound and practices of listening?  
Brian Larkin addresses these questions directly in his account of electronic media 
in urban Nigeria. He observes that studies of media in Africa have taken a long turn from 
patronizing narratives of “first contact,” to the agentful view that “Africans understand 
and ‘indigenize’ foreign technologies in their own conceptual schema.”104 While 
recognizing the importance of this corrective, Larkin argues that the focus on creative 
adaptation ignores “the autonomy of the objects themselves,” and the ways in which 
“technologies fashion subjects rather than the other way around.”105 To be clear, Larkin is 
not advocating strict determinism; rather, following on the work of Bruno Latour he 
wants to return attention to the “materiality of media” and the way these physical 
properties make the process of domestication a long and unruly one.106 Gavin Steingo 
pays similar attention to material concerns in his work on South African popular music, 
showing how the functional design of desktop computers, for example, interacts with the 
immediate needs of their users in Soweto.107 In each case, there is some play between the 
‘enframing’ (to use Heidegger’s term) power of the devices themselves, which are 
imported from abroad, and the specificity of the devices’ cultural, legal and material 
environment. That process of negotiation is worth studying, in part because these colonial 
and post-colonial contexts are not outliers or exceptions. Instead, I would argue that they 
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are illustrative of the fundamental ambiguities of media and technology, and what it is 
they do—is it transfer or transform? Constitute or influence? Articulate, crystalize or 
embody?  
In my own work, I take the fundamental ambiguity of media and technology as an 
opportunity for thinking about their multiplicity. As Bessire and Fisher contend in their 
volume on Anthropology and Wireless Sound in the 21st Century, “radio is never a single 
technology;” its forms and meanings are multiple.108 Therefore, to assume that the only 
difference between Radio Venus in Cap Haïtien and Kiss 108 in Boston is their content, 
is to miss the many ways in which radio itself “gains force and traction according to 
wider formations of meaning, politics, and subjectivity” that are specific to times, places 
and individuals.109 Based on this logic, a great deal of recent scholarship focuses on the 
specificity of musical media across social contexts, considering for example, distinct 
modes of mediated listening in contemporary Japan,110 the generative power of 
technological failure in many of Africa’s urban centers,111 and the diverse adaptations of 
cassette technology for correspondence, religious worship, home taping and music 
distribution.112 Such perspectives are essential to my own work, which offers yet one 
 
108 Bessire and Fisher, p. 3. 
109 Bessire and Fisher, p. 3. 
110 David Novak, Japanoise : Music at the Edge of Circulation (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013); 
Christine Yano, Tears of Longing: Nostalgia and the Nation in Japanese Popular Song (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2002). 
111 Larkin, Signal and Noise; Steingo, ‘Sound and Circulation: Immobility and Obduracy in South African 
Electronic Music’. 
112 Karen E Richman, Migration and Vodou (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005); Charles 
Hirschkind, ‘Cassette Sermons, Aural Modernities and the Islamic Revival in Cairo’, in The Sound Studies 
Reader, ed. by Jonathan Sterne (New York: Routledge, 2012); Alex Sayf Cummings, Democracy of Sound: 
Music Piracy and the Remaking of American Copyright in the Twentieth Century (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013); Manuel, Cassette Culture: Popular Music and Technology in North India. 
  
29 
more snapshot of a distinctive media practice—unique in many respects, but also bound 
to the many analogous practices with which it shares common history and technology.  
Throughout the case studies, I develop several frameworks for understanding the 
specificity of Haitian radio—the “formations of meaning, politics and subjectivity” that 
make Haitian radio Haitian. These include historically specific understandings of music 
ownership and exchange, the fundamentally transnational organization of the radio 
industry itself, and most importantly, the immediacy and social embeddedness of the 
medium, which I describe using the term ‘liveness.’ Because this notion of life and 
liveness will be a critical piece of my analytical vocabulary throughout the four 
ethnographic chapters, it merits careful explanation here. To say radio is ‘live’ of course 
references the technical property of real-time transmission and simultaneous reception, 
which has historically been a defining feature of radio.113 As it reaches listeners in this 
way, a radio broadcast generates a form of “copresence”—a term that has been used for 
over a century in sociology literature to account for the observable effects of shared 
activity,114 but has been theorized more recently to describe virtual forms of shared 
attention,115 and even the power of electronically mediated spirit possession.116 Radio can 
similarly be understood in terms of a “copresence” among its listeners and producers, one 
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which allows the medium to be constantly embedded in social life, and to order space and 
time via the act of listening.117   
Therefore, liveness as I understand it represents more than a technical quality of 
radio transmission; it is a social potential of the radio medium. Liveness means that 
radio—and specifically the music it transmits—live and act in the world, in real time. For 
me, this is a much stronger statement than simply arguing that radio has the power to 
conjure a sense of community, nationalism, and even transnationalism, because liveness 
is not simply ‘imagined’—it is felt, acknowledged and acted on.118 Minh-Ha Pham makes 
this same distinction in her work on ‘Little Saigon Radio,’ which uses the term “listening 
public” rather than “imagined community” or even “audience,” both of which suggest a 
more private, insulated and passive form of media consumption than what she has 
observed in Vietnamese-American neighborhoods of Southern California. Pham writes 
that the station’s “listening public is realized through actual and…intimate interactions 
and transactions between people…and between people and goods.”119 Commerce is an 
essential component of these interactions, which holds in Haiti as well, where as I’ll 
describe in Chapter One, radio’s liveness is intimately tied to the conduct of business.  
By using the term “liveness” in this way, I am deliberately invoking the long 
association between technologies of sound reproduction, and the notion of life and 
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death.120 The early phonograph was widely viewed in the United States and Europe as an 
instrument for preserving the voices of the dead—even overcoming death itself—best 
illustrated by the famous trademark “His Master’s Voice.” In the original promotional 
image, Nipper the dog peers into the horn of the gramophone, but what is left out of later 
iterations of the logo is the fact that both animal and machine rest on top of a coffin 
holding the master’s remains.121 Electronic sound can literally mediate between the living 
and dead. That metaphor of liveness and deadness has remained operative in many 
discourses of sound technology—both theoretical and practical—to distinguish mediated 
from ‘unmediated’ forms of performance; to describe the temporal relationship between 
production and consumption, and to characterize the effects of signal processing and 
acoustic treatment.122   
In popular discourse, all forms of media are often opposed to the ‘live,’ 
‘authentic’ or ‘real,’123 and the mediation of music is described as the separation of sound 
from its true source.124 Phillip Auslander directly challenges this binary of the live and 
mediated, pointing out that the two “exist in a relation of mutual dependence and 
imbrication.”125 Similarly, Gavin Steingo argues (borrowing from Bruno Latour) that the 
 
120 Eisenberg, The Recording Angel: Music, Records and Culture from Aristotle to Zapp, p. 51. 
121 John Durham Peters and Eric W Rothenbuhler, ‘Defining Phonography: An Experiment in Theory’, The 
Musical Quarterly, 81.2 (1997), 242–64 (p. 245). 
122 Novak; Thompson. 
123 Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture (New York: Routledge, 1999); Meintjes, 
p. 13. 
124 Mark Katz, Capturing Sound: How Technology Has Changed Music (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 2010); Pierre Schaeffer, ‘Acousmatics’, in Audio Culture: Readings in Modern Music, ed. 
by Cristoph Cox and Daniel Warner (New York: Continuum, 2004). 
125 Auslander, p. 86. 
  
32 
networks and filters of mediation can make the voice of an artist “become more real,”126 
while David Novak views the circulation of electronic media as constituting musical 
culture, rather than simply reproducing or transmitting its original forms.127 Of course, 
Walter Benjamin defined his concept of “aura” specifically in terms of a work of art’s 
“presence in time and space”—a unique quality that he felt “withers” with mechanical 
reproduction.128 But it is worth noting—as Evan Eisenberg has—that Benjamin was 
concerned primarily with the case of visual arts; could it be that the “presence,” or put 
another way, the “liveness” of sound can persist and flourish in its reproductions? 
Eisenberg argues yes, and borrowing from the language of Funkadelic, writes that 
“music, having started out as a ritual, having then become a thing, now becomes a 
thang.”129 He continues: “The difference is profound. A thing is what you possess, a 
thang is what possesses you.” While whimsical, this thing/thang distinction speaks 
precisely to the role of the host, or animateur, of a music broadcast: to the make the 
music a thang—to bring it to life, giving both media and audience a shared “presence in 
time and space.” Eisenberg explicitly recognizes this potential of radio—specifically in 
contrast with the phonograph and other recording media that have largely defined the 
modern music industries of nations in the Global North. He writes: “Where radio unites, 
records fracture. They are well suited to a society where everyone is off pursuing his own 
dream.”130 Records, tapes and CDs have historically played a secondary role in the 
 
126 Steingo, Kwaito’s Promise: Music and the Aesthetics of Freedom in South Africa, p. 182. 
127 Novak. 
128 Benjamin, pp. 3–4. 
129 Eisenberg, The Recording Angel: Music, Records and Culture from Aristotle to Zapp, p. 69. 
130 Eisenberg, The Recording Angel: Music, Records and Culture from Aristotle to Zapp, p. 26. 
  
33 
Haitian music industry. Radio is how most people listen, and as I will argue throughout 
this project, Haitian broadcasters and audiences often do share the same dreams—and at 
the same time—a phenomenon I understand as “liveness.”  
Even as I attempt to understand the specificities of Haitian radio, however, I must 
acknowledge a number of realities that complicate the very scope and frame of my 
research. As I discuss in Chapters Two and Three, Haitian radio is a fundamentally 
transnational medium, never confined to Haiti itself. By describing this project using the 
adjective form—Haitian rather than Haiti—I am deliberately expanding my ethnographic 
field to include the roughly one million ethnic Haitians who now live outside the nation’s 
borders. Such a broad scope raises important questions about the nature of this 
“diaspora”—a term rooted in the historic dispersal of the Jewish people, but subsequently 
retheorized to describe scattered groups of ethnic, religious, sexual or even political 
affiliation.131 Seen through the conventional lens of a dispersed yet united people, the 
Caribbean as a region poses a challenge. Is this string of islands simply an extension of 
the African diaspora? Does each Caribbean nation anchor its own diaspora, or together a 
single collective diaspora? Is it better to “speak of the Caribbean as a region in which a 
number of diasporas meet and clash?”132 For Robin Cohen, the complex routes of 
Caribbean history defy his neat typology of “victim,” “trade” and “labour”-based 
diasporas, forcing the introduction of a new category: the “cultural diaspora.”133 More 
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recent scholarship has pushed the term even farther, defining diaspora as a “mode of 
awareness,”134 a “discursive field,”135 a “process,”136 a “practice,”137 or an “increasingly 
multiply iterated and generalized condition.”138 What these diverse formulations share is 
a concern for the ways in which the language of diaspora is used to bind people into fixed 
groups based on a shared genealogy. Aisha Khan is especially critical on this front, 
arguing that despite diaspora’s image of hybridity and fluidity, the concept “has tended to 
reproduce essentializing, race-premised divisions,” and should therefore be employed 
simply as a “condition of possibility,” rather than a defining framework for research.139  
Similarly, I recognize that not all Americans of Haitian descent participate in 
Haitian media, or even speak Haitian Creole. These are not set demographic units; in fact, 
I would argue that the elective nature of media consumption highlights the extent to 
which diaspora itself is a ‘practice’ or ‘possibility,’ rather than a fixed category. If I do 
risk a degree of ethnic essentialism with the use of umbrella terms like the “Haitian 
diaspora” or “Haitian radio,” I do so in keeping with the language of my interlocutors, for 
whom dyaspora—sometimes shorted to just dyaspò—is a part of their daily vocabulary. 
Likewise, broadcasters and listeners alike describe the “Haitian media” and the “Haitian 
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Music Industry” (HMI) as meaningful units of analysis—distinguished not by ancestry or 
geography, but by the fact that they deliberately address a Haitian, and generally Creole 
speaking audience (For example, the pop singer Usher is of Haitian descent, but I don’t 
consider him part of the ‘HMI’). The practices and experiences of Haitian media’s 
diasporic audience, much of which is located in the Global North, is of course informed 
by their local regulatory structures and technological infrastructures—specificities I 
attempt to highlight even as I trace a larger narrative of continuity between Haiti and 
abroad. This fact would seem to complicate the goal of theorizing radio specifically from 
the South, but if anything, the active participation of Haitian-Americans in media 
networks that are oriented around Haiti emphasizes the deep imbrication of North and 
South— the so-called “center” and “periphery”—that underscores the need for media 
studies to shed its long-held Euro-American bias. Just as France was once bound to Saint-
Domingue by sugar and slavery, the United States is today bound to Haiti by trade, aid, 
remittances and migration.  
Specificity within Haiti is another matter, for even in a country about the same 
size as the state of Massachusetts, radio is many things to many people. In fact, due to 
Haiti’s rugged terrain there are only a handful of terrestrial stations—notably Radio 
Ginen, with its network of seven FM relay stations—that are audible throughout the 
entire country.140 Most radio in Haiti is local. While digital platforms can overcome these 
geographic barriers, they often serve even more targeted audiences, and are by no means 
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universally accessible. As I elaborate in Chapter One, Haiti is deeply divided along lines 
of language, class, race and gender,141 with tremendous implications for the way Haitians 
utilize different forms of media. And while each of these social groupings has material 
referents—physical appearance, biological sex, location of residence, financial wealth, 
etc.—none of them are fixed categories in themselves, and are more productively 
understood as strategies or tools that can be selectively invoked in order to achieve social 
ends and enforce social boundaries.142 Therefore, accounting for a diverse listening 
public is not simply a matter of analyzing the specific radio practices of middle-class 
working workers (mwayen) or rural farmers (peyizan), but of considering the ways in 
which radio is also constitutive of those publics. Chapters One and Three both attempt to 
follow that line of thought, but as with the notion of ‘diaspora,’ there is an inevitable 
tension between the value of studying Haitian radio as a broadly national phenomenon—
informed by its landscape, religion and history—and the need to recognize that nation’s 
internal diversity.    
In any discussion of Haiti’s specificity and distinctiveness, it is important to be 
mindful of the ways that the country has historically been represented in terms of its 
difference. The ‘only successful slave revolt in human history,’ the ‘first black republic in 
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the New World,’ the ‘poorest country in the Western Hemisphere’—Haiti’s defining 
narratives set it apart from the Caribbean and the world. It is the outlier, the asterisk, “in 
another category” as Edouard Glissant put it.143 In the two centuries since Jean-Jacque 
Dessalines declared Haitian independence, this narrative of exceptionalism has been 
drafted into the service of a variety of political projects in the region: as fuel for the 
paranoid imaginations of slaveholders,144 as a cautionary tale for colonists considering 
their own revolution,145 and as a source of inspiration to African-American 
intellectuals.146 More recently, Haiti has acted as a foil against which to assert Dominican 
national identity,147 and a symbol of Guadeloupe and Martinique’s African past148—its 
fundamental difference employed as a palette for Hollywood’s first horror film,149 and as 
justification for policies of exclusion, intervention, or simply indifference.150 This 
fixation on difference can also disguise important truths and continuities. As historian 
Michel-Rolph Trouillot notes: “The longer that Haiti appears weird, the easier it is to 
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forget that it represents the longest neocolonial experiment in the history of the West.”151 
Trouillot goes on to generalize this argument, stating: “When we are being told over and 
over again that Haiti is unique, bizarre, unnatural, odd, queer, freakish, or grotesque…we 
are being told that Haiti is so special that the modes of investigation applicable to other 
societies are not relevant here.” With this in mind, I will at times draw connections 
between Haiti and its neighbors—as well as the United States—in hopes of highlighting 
the interconnectedness of these societies, and also the complex nature of media as 
“historically specific assemblages of technology, technique, and social relations,” which 
are at the same time interconnected across time and space by these same qualities.152 
Chapter Four uses the subject of international copyright law as a case study for drawing 
out precisely this tension, and showing how Haiti is both apart from and deeply a part of 
the wider world.  
That tension I have been exploring between specificity and commonality—
analogous to Larkin’s own tension between human and material agency—is one I believe 
can be productively understood through close ethnographic study. Stefan Helmreich 
offers a compelling model with his concept of “transductive ethnography,” defined as “a 
mode of attention that asks how definitions of subjects, objects, and fields emerge in 
material relations that cannot be modeled in advance.”153 He stresses mediation and 
materiality, forming conclusions through close and disorderly contact rather than a 
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systematic approach. Seen from this intimate level of engagement, even the notion of 
‘Haitian radio’ as a unified body of practice and area of research feels overly simplistic—
much like the early ethnographies that claimed to document entire cultural systems as 
discrete units.154 I’ve nevertheless chosen to retain that broad frame as a starting point, 
and to flesh it out transductively, rather than deductively. Listening is an essential part of 
this process, reflecting my own background as an audio producer and ethnomusicologist, 
rather than a historian or media scholar. In the sonic—and specifically the musical—
realm, ambiguity and contradiction are always present in the form of multiple hearings,155 
opening insights into alternate ways of knowing the world156 that can challenge 
conventional narratives of development and progress.157 As a listener, I can also 
participate in the broadcasts themselves, such that my own auditory, emotional and 
physical instincts become a means of considering larger questions of specificity and 
commonality.158 Radio is sometimes described as ‘the intimate medium,’ and I believe it 
should be studied that way—up close and by ear.  
The chapters themselves take the form of discrete ethnographic case studies—I do 
not proceed in a chronological manner, or attempt anything approaching a comprehensive 
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survey of radio broadcasting in Haiti and Haitian-American communities. This approach 
is common in media studies literature,159 and as Lisa Gitelman argues, it is in fact 
necessary in order to ground conceptual research in the “historically and culturally 
specific experiences of meaning” that all media permit.160 Media studies as a field has 
also been an important innovator in the use of multi-sited ethnography—very much 
essential to this project, which follows networks of media transmission across many field 
sites, linking producers and consumers, as well as Haiti and the diaspora.161 This 
fieldwork was conducted intermittently over the course of four years, including four trips 
to Haiti—ranging in length from a few days to five weeks—as well as extensive local and 
virtual research. Over the course of this work, and the specific stories it tells, my hope is 
that the larger research subject I originally set out for myself—‘Haitian radio’—will 
gradually be transduced as an ethnographic entity.  
 
Host, audience, and format 
When I visit local Haitian radio stations in Brooklyn or Boston, almost inevitably 
I am invited to participate in the broadcast itself. I decline meekly—citing my interest in 
observation and my limited Creole skills—but the host gestures towards the mic 
regardless. So begins, what one host has dubbed Show Blan—the ‘white guy show.’ The 
first question is always some version of: ‘Why are you here, and why are you interested 
in Haitian radio?’ The answer to that question is reflected in the structure of this project, 
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and so it’s important to lay out here at the start. My initial interest was in sonic media, 
which I have avidly consumed and produced for many years. And as a curious graduate 
student tuning the radio dial in Boston, Haitian radio was unavoidable. How was it 
possible, I wondered, that an ethnic community of roughly 50,000—by no means 
Boston’s largest immigrant population—could be so well represented on the city’s 
airwaves, often with three or four separate stations broadcasting at once? Before asking 
that question in the beginning of 2015, I had never been anywhere near Haiti or had any 
close relationships with Haitian-Americans. I spoke neither Creole nor French, and had 
only the barest notion of who Toussaint L’Ouverture was and what had happened in the 
Haitian Revolution. I was, like most Americans, utterly ignorant of Haiti.  
I don’t bare these facts in order to undercut my own work, but to position it 
honestly. The initial qualification I brought to this project was a personal, practical and 
theoretical understanding of sonic media, reinforced by my work as freelance radio and 
podcast producer during the entire period of research. I know how to hit a post with a 
song intro, how to crossfade smoothly between tracks, and how to organize the segments 
of a one-hour broadcast. During fieldwork, I have often made productive use of my 
hybrid position as a producer/ethnographer. Besides appearing on air at many of the 
stations I study, I have also produced a number of radio features about my interlocutors, 
for The World, Afropop Worldwide, Life of the Law, The GroundTruth Project, The 
Outline’s Daily Dispatch, WLRN’s Latin America Report, and other public media 
outlets. This public-facing work has provided an opportunity to develop my ideas in 
dialogue with a range of talented media professionals, and also to build relationships with 
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my interlocutors in the field that are based on mutual respect and support. In fact, even as 
I write these words, a broadcaster featured in Chapter 2 is applying for a podcast 
accelerator program with a company I do work for, and one of the artists highlighted in 
Chapter 4 is texting to ask for my thoughts on how to copyright his new single. Music 
and media industries are transactional by nature, and I found that having something to 
offer—whether free press, technical expertise, or access to new networks—has made a 
tremendous difference.  
My background in media also informs my focus on format and technique, because 
these are the elements of Haitian radio that were most immediately comprehensible to my 
ears. And the driving question of the dissertation—about the way these formats and 
techniques can cross between technological platforms—is similarly a reflection of my 
practical engagement with this same question within the nascent podcast industry. By 
considering Haitian radio as a case study for this pressing question, and then by 
attempting to absorb the subtler cultural and linguistic elements necessary to undertake 
that study, I hope to demonstrate to other scholars of media and technology, the value of 
theorizing these industrial phenomena from outside our comfort zones, and specifically in 
the so-called ‘industrial periphery.’ Because when it comes to the development of media 
formats, networks and platforms, Haiti and its diaspora are not peripheral. Rather, I have 
found that Haiti is central and instructive—at times inspiring, at times challenging, and at 
times strangely familiar. That belief in Haiti as an instructive model—as a laboratory for 
my own intellectual curiosities—should not suggest a lack of personal investment in my 
field site, although perhaps it can come off that way in the context of a discipline that 
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often defines scholars above all by their geographic affinity. Four years after this research 
began, it has of course become personal; these pages are filled with mentors, 
collaborators and friends who I look forward to staying in touch with for years to come. 
Yet I am more convinced than ever that the best way to honor them is not by marveling at 
the exceptionalism of their country, nor by imploring compassion for its plights—but by 
taking Haiti seriously as relevant and applicable to my own life.  
 
The four case studies that form the body of this dissertation are each framed 
around the specificity of Haitian radio as a practice—for both its producers and 
listeners—and move outward from the medium’s terrestrial roots, to its farthest digital 
extensions. Chapter 1 introduces some of the program formats and hosting techniques 
heard commonly on Haiti’s terrestrial airwaves, with a special focus on the art of 
‘animation,’ by which broadcasters bring music to life through verbal commentary. 
Analysis and ethnography will situate this practice of musical presentation in the context 
of a single station, Radio Venus in Cap Haïtien, from which the subsequent chapters will 
begin to explore that same practice’s digital applications. Chapter 2 provides a deeper 
history of broadcasting in Haiti and the Caribbean, arguing that radio in the region has 
been transnational in scope from its earliest applications. I then follow this theme of 
transnationalism through the work of Carel Pedre—one of the country’s most popular and 
innovative broadcasters—using the annual Carnival celebration as a specific case study 
for understanding how he and his team animate the occasion for a vast and dispersed 
digital audience.  
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 In Chapter 3 the focus shifts to the United States, and to the specific regulatory, 
social, geographic and linguistic dynamics that have informed the development of radio 
broadcasting among Haitian immigrants here. Given this confluence of factors acting on 
Haitian-American radio, terrestrial and internet broadcasting are both able to serve the 
needs of different listening communities—some concentrated, some dispersed; some 
linguistically diverse, some united by specific life experiences. This argument is 
illustrated by a pair of case studies: two stations with different target audiences, and 
different modes of radio transmission. Finally, Chapter 4 tells the stories of two 
musicians—one based in Haiti, the other in the U.S.—who have themselves taken on 
many of the roles and practices of broadcasters. I argue that this choice reflects the 
peculiar political economy of Haitian music and media, in which copyright law has never 
been strictly enforced, and artists are left with few means of profiting from their work. 
The creative alternatives that these artists employ are striking examples of innovation 
within circumstances of regulatory failure, and also of the pervasive and adaptive nature 
of Haitian radio as a cultural practice. 
Throughout the four case studies, I look to draw broadly applicable conclusions 
about the media in our lives, but also to remain tuned in to the specific environment and 
stakes of Haitian radio. These stakes are echoed in the motto of one of Brooklyn’s 
longest-running Haitian stations, Radyo Pa Nou, which I first encountered in 2015. Their 
website and logo declare: Fok Sa Chanje—‘Things must change.’ That call to action, 
which can also be heard in classic konpa tunes and contemporary Carnival songs, dates 
back to 1983, when Pope John Paul II, on the first ever papal visit to Haiti, challenged the 
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country’s leaders from the airport tarmac in their own native language: “Fok sa chanje!” 
Haitians have been fighting for that change it seems, since before they knew themselves 
to be a collective people, with a name and country. This project must engage with that 
social specificity as well—that urgency for something, anything to change for the better. 
My field research took place during a time of relative political freedom but ongoing 
material insecurity in Haiti: once-shuttered radio stations have crackled back to life in 
Port-au-Prince, yet the AM dial has fallen silent due to unreliable electricity. It is a time 
when the Haitian state is actively seeking inclusion in the world order of trade and aid—
including compliance with international conventions for intellectual property and 
broadcast regulation—a time when foreign actors have assumed many of the 
responsibilities of governance, and when the now well-established Haitian communities 
of the United States and Canada are exerting their own significant political and economic 
influence in the country.  
Over all these developments—and over much Haitian studies scholarship since 
the 2010 earthquake—hangs the familiar question: “what can be done?”162 How can Haiti 
escape its multitude of environmental, economic, political and social crises? How can 
ethnic Haitians abroad, who provide much of the country’s financial base, participate in 
that change, while also facing systematic discrimination in their own cities and homes? 
Music and media are an important part of that conversation, both as tools of 
communication, and also as viable sectors for future economic growth. These are the 
stakes and realities that underlay my research of Haitian radio. In the course of that 
 
162 Anthony P Maingot, ‘Haiti: What Can Be Done?’, Latin American Research Review, 48.1 (2013). 
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research, I inevitably fall into the very traps I have outlined in this opening section: 
leaning on the explanatory power of technology, failing to represent the full range of 
listener experiences, and applying theoretical models developed in the north. These 
biases are after all, pervasive for a reason. But in laying out these traps up front, my hope 
is that when I do step in them I can do so knowingly, and when I defy them I can do so 
pointedly. These are small steps towards a more balanced understanding of media—an 
echo of an echo of a voice, crying out that things must change. 
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CHAPTER ONE: The Animator and the Operator 
 
 Two men face each other, separated by a pane of glass. Simon Wilkenson, known 
in the studio as ‘Willky Mix,’ is the opérateur—meaning his side of the glass is a tangle 
of wires connecting a laptop computer with a mixing console and a rack of audio 
equipment. Elie Jean Baptiste, known on air as ‘Don Lolo,’ is the animateur—meaning 
he sits in a foam-padded booth with only a few chairs and microphones. Together they 
run a morning broadcast called Bamboche Compas—‘good times konpa’—on Radio 
Venus in Cap Haïtien, on the north coast of Haiti.1 To the station’s listeners, Lolo is the 
familiar voice while Simon is inaudible and anonymous, but inside the studio the pair 
represent an inseparable unit—each meaningless without the other. Simon looks 
attentively through the glass, dipping the fader assigned to music playback each time 
Lolo turns toward the microphone to speak, but at the same time Lolo must follow 
Simon’s lead, for he is the one who cues up the songs, ads and station IDs. The 
circumstances for this collaboration are not ideal: there are no working headphones in the 
recording booth, so they’ve simply thrown open all the doors and turned the control room 
monitors up to the breaking point, allowing Lolo to actually hear the music he is 
supposed to be introducing. Occasionally the sound feeds back through the microphone 
in the other room and Simon reaches quickly for the fader. So much for sonic isolation; in 
 
1 Creole words often have multiple spellings, reflecting the language’s complex origins and the fact its 
written form was for centuries unstandardized. When possible, I follow the spellings used by my sources 
and interlocutors, as is the case here, despite the fact that this phrase would formally be written banbóch 
konpa.  
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this case the opérateur and animateur might as well be sitting on the same side of the 
glass. Nevertheless, the show goes off without a hitch and all the listeners hear is the 
steady flow of konpa music, with the familiar lilt of Lolo’s commentary. 
 Versions of this scene are acted out every day in radio stations around Haiti and 
the world: an ‘operator’ handles all the technical aspects of the broadcast, while an 
‘animator’ gives it personality and life. Both individuals shape the program, and yet 
neither of them is completely in control. This relationship—with its fundamental 
ambiguity of who is actually running the show—is a productive metaphor for 
understanding the dynamic interactions of technology, media and society. Debates in this 
area have historically focused on lines of influence and control: Do technological devices 
determine our fate, or are they simply a tools of human agency? Do new media forms 
stimulate cultural change, or do cultural circumstances prefigure the media themselves? 
While these opposing positions are often described as absolutes—poles or camps to 
which individual scholars adhere—there is in fact a great deal of crosstalk and feedback 
between them. The studio doors are wide open.  
 Chapter One considers the specificity of terrestrial radio broadcasting in Haiti, 
where it is this technology of wireless transmission—rather than the phonograph or other 
technologies of inscription—that is most closely bound to the nation’s version of sonic 
modernity, as well as the origins of a mass music industry. The chapter begins by 
listening from a distance and posing broad questions. What are the material 
circumstances that have informed the ‘domestication’ of wireless technology on the 
island? What is the underlying and ever-changing ‘social basis’ that has allowed various 
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assemblages of broadcasting equipment—transmitters and receivers, computers and 
phones—to coalesce under the universally understood label of ‘radio?’ I attempt to 
balance these two lines of inquiry using the metaphor of animation and operation, which 
returns throughout the chapter as both as a theoretical device for understanding the play 
between cultural and material agency, and as an analytical device for understanding the 
work that goes on inside the studio. From this focus on the act of animation (literally to 
‘bring to life’), I develop a broader concept of ‘liveness’—describing the way radio is 
constantly embedded in the lived reality of its listeners—that is central to my 
understanding of what makes Haitian radio Haitian. This ‘liveness’ of course references 
the medium’s real-time mode of transmission (an dirèk, in Creole), but also the sense of 
immediacy and connection that many listeners cite as a core value of the radio 
experience.  
 ‘Animation’ and ‘liveness’ will be critical tools for analyzing the work of 
production and reception that take place in all of my case studies, and so in order to give 
them a firm ethnographic footing, this chapter will ultimately return to Radio Venus and 
its audience to see how these concepts play out on the ground in the city’s public spaces. 
According to the limited existing market data, Venus is the most popular station in Cap 
Haïtien, and its mixed format of music, politics and cultural programming is reflective of 
the many small stations that dominate Haiti’s airwaves.2 Venus does relay its signal 
online through AudioNow and TuneIn, but the bulk of their audience is local and 
listening by FM receiver. Therefore, in the context of this study, which is primarily 
 
2 Powell, p. 47. 
  
50 
focused on the digital extensions of radio, Venus serves as a kind of baseline for what 
follows. It illustrates the practices and experiences that define Haitian radio itself, 
whether on air or online.   
 
We are a very vocal nation 
 In the aftermath of Haiti’s devastating 2010 earthquake, billions of dollars of aid 
flooded the country, with every donor government and relief agency looking for a 
problem to solve.3 Among many projects undertaken that year, USAID commissioned a 
study of Haitian media audiences—the first of its kind to my knowledge. The contract 
went to DAGMAR, a market research firm based in Port-au-Prince, which in November 
of 2010 surveyed 4,907 individuals across four different departments of the country.4 
Within the capitol, they found that 83% of people owned a radio set and 96% listened to 
radio every day, with those figures only slightly lower in the provinces. Radio was both 
the preferred (83.7%) and the most trusted (58.8%) source of information, with television 
trailing far behind. In fact, according to the study only one third of Haitians had access to 
a TV—which requires reliable electricity—and even fewer could afford to regularly buy 
the newspaper. Soon after the DAGMAR survey, a US-based media non-profit called 
Internews began its own study of the Haitian media market. They identified 375 licensed 
radio stations around the country as of 2012, most of them small and privately owned, 
 
3 Jonathan Katz, The Big Truck That Went By: How the World Came to Save Haiti and Left Behind a Disaster 
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2013), p. 2. 
4 Powell, p. 173. 
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serving up a mix of “music, phone-ins and discussion programmes”—in that order.5 
According to Jean Marie Altema, the Director General of Haiti’s communications 
regulator (Conseil National Des Telecommunications, or CONATEL), there are another 
300 unlicensed stations around the country, mostly in the provinces.6 Based on those 
numbers, there could be as many as 700 radio stations in this country of 11 million 
people—far more stations per capita than there are in the United States.7  
 
Figure 1.1: Radio sets for sale. Cap Haïtien, 2018. Photograph by the author. 
 
 Those are the numbers. This section attempts to understand why terrestrial radio is 
so important in Haiti that virtually every one of its citizens tunes in every single day. 
 
5 Powell, p. 19. 
6 Jean Mari Altema, personal communication, 8/24/2016 
7 Based on population statistics from The World Bank (https://data.worldbank.org), and US radio statistics 
from the FCC (https://www.fcc.gov/media/broadcast-station-totals)  
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Throughout all of my interviews, station visits and sidewalk conversations for this 
dissertation, that is probably the one question I put to everyone I meet—why is radio so 
popular, and more specifically, why is music programming so central to that popularity? 
The most common answers are material in nature: Haiti has mountainous geography and 
limited electrical infrastructure; its people are poor and many of them cannot read or 
write. Radio, therefore, is their only option for receiving news and entertainment. A 
second line of reasoning is fundamentally cultural—the host of a popular morning 
program told me once, “Haitians we are a very vocal nation, we love to talk”—or 
sometimes even biological, with one broadcaster in Boston telling me: “Haitians love 
radio my friend, it’s in our blood!”8 Here I will attempt to account for both forms of 
reasoning, beginning with the geographic, economic and political conditions that have 
contributed to Haitian radio’s profound social presence, but then weighing those forces 
along with personal, cultural and religious factors as well. Ultimately, both perspectives 
provide part of the story; and as with the animator and operator, radio only comes into 
being through their interaction.  
 
 The name Haiti, or Ayiti in Creole, comes from the language of the island’s 
indigenous inhabitants, the Taino. It means the ‘land of mountains,’ and the description is 
apt. The average elevation of the entire country is about 1,500 feet, with its main 
population centers divided by a series of mountain ranges—some reaching well over 
 
8 Carel Pedre, personal communication, 8/11/2016; David Cange, personal communication, 12/9/15 
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6,000 feet high.9 There truly are ‘mountains beyond mountains,’ as the well-known 
Creole proverb suggests: deye mon, gen mon. That rugged terrain stymied French, 
Spanish and English invaders during Haiti’s founding revolution (1791-1804), much as it 
sheltered caco rebels during the U.S. occupation over a century later. When those 
occupying Marines did attempt to link the country together with telegraph wires, they 
found the system was virtually impossible to maintain and protect, reporting that “bandits 
are destroying lines as rapidly as they are built.”10  
Even without the threat of sabotage, Haiti’s combination of a mountainous 
landscape and predominantly rural population have hindered the development of physical 
infrastructure, including electricity and telecommunications. According to a 2006 US 
Library of Congress report, the country at that time had a telephone density of just 3.25 
subscribers per 100 people, the lowest in the Caribbean.11 It would be simplistic to say 
that Haiti’s infrastructure is a direct product of its physical environment—that would be 
too easy on the leaders charged with gathering revenue and making investments in that 
infrastructure—yet geography remains a real obstacle, even for today’s digital 
technologies. A 2010 study by the tech giant Google went so far as to suggest that Haiti 
should expand internet access by avoiding the mountains entirely, and instead run 
submarine fiber-optic cables directly between coastal cities. The authors found that “these 
 
9 According to the CIA Factbook: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/print_ha.html 
10 Bronfman, p. 24. 
11 Luis F. Socias, ‘TELECOMMUNICATION POLICY IN THE CARIBBEAN: A COMPARISON OF 
TELECOMMUNICATIONS IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC AND HAITI’ (Naval Post Graduate School 
Monterey, CA, 2011), p. 59. 
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cables would be cheaper than digging trenches through rock to cross the interior.”12 
Radio, of course, faces none of these geographic challenges, a quality that CONATEL 
director Jean Marie Altema summed up for me in a simple phrase: “pi facil, ale lwen”—
it’s easier and goes far. 
 Poverty also acts to limit both infrastructure investment and media access in Haiti; 
and as I mentioned previously, it is one of the first explanations Haitians themselves give 
for radio’s universal popularity. This thinking is reflective of much Caribbean 
scholarship, which for decades has leaned on the explanatory power of the region’s 
economy—resources, labor relations, production and markets—to explain cultural 
dynamics. Writing in 1944, Trinidadian historian and statesman Eric Williams went so 
far as to argue that slavery was not a product of racist attitudes, but that this system of 
forced labor emerged in tandem with capitalism itself, as a solution to an economic 
problem. Therefore, the social phenomenon of racism—and later abolitionism—are both 
products of the same underlying economic logic.13 His peer and compatriot, C.L.R. 
James, espoused a similar form of historical materialism, and placed the Caribbean 
plantation economies at the very center of an emerging capitalist modernity.14 In current 
literature, the economy remains an important starting point for explaining the 
development and divergence of Caribbean societies,15 with different social outcomes 
 
12 “Ideas for Haiti’s Internet Reconstruction,” October 2010: https://www.google.org/docs/Haiti.pdf 
13 Eric Eustace Williams, Capitalism & Slavery (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina Press, 1944), p. 6. 
14 C L R (Cyril Lionel Robert) James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L’Ouverture and the San Domingo 
Revolution., 2d ed., re (New York: Vintage Books, 1963). 
15 Kenneth Bilby, ‘The Caribbean as a Musical Region’, in Caribbean Contours (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1985), pp. 181–218; Stephan Palmié and Francisco A Scarano, The Caribbean: A History 
of the Region and Its Peoples (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2011). 
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based on the emergence of either plantation or settler economies, and even on the specific 
crops that were cultivated.16 Following this line of thinking, I will address the question of 
Haiti’s poverty—itself an expansive and contentious subject—first in broadly historical 
terms.  
The French colony of Saint-Domingue, as Haiti was known before its 
independence in 1804, was by some accounts “the most profitable bit of land in the 
world,” producing 40% of Europe’s sugar and 60% of its coffee in the late 18th century.17 
The colony’s incredible output at this time was only possible because of its massive 
population of African slaves (about 450,000 compared to 40,000 whites), and the brutal 
conditions under which they lived and worked.18 In histories of the territory, these same 
demographic figures are a common starting point for explaining what happened next: the 
prolonged revolution that defeated three European powers and brought Haiti into the 
world.19 It is hard to overemphasize just how radical this event was at the turn of the 19th 
century. Sibylle Fischer describes The Haitian Revolution as “a complete reversal of 
imperial hierarchies and social goals,” and C.L.R. James calls it “one of those rare 
moments when society is at a boiling point and therefore fluid.” 20 Trouillot famously 
 
16 Margarite Fernandez Olmos, Joseph M Murphy, and Lizabeth Paravisini-Gebert, Creole Religions of the 
Caribbean: An Introduction from muand Santeria to Obeah and Espiritismo, Second Edition, 2nd ed.. (New 
York: NYU Press, 2011); Fernando Ortiz, Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1995). 
17 Dubois, p. 4. 
18 Nicholls, p. 19. 
19 For example, see: Edouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 
1997); as well as James; Nicholls. 
20 From: Sibylle Fischer, Modernity Disavowed: Haiti and the Cultures of Slavery in the Age of Revolution 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), p. 1; James, p. xi. 
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argued that the revolution was so radical as to be literally “unthinkable” for Europe’s 
leaders, and even for its own foot soldiers: “too radical to be formulated in advance of its 
deeds.”21 These remarkable circumstances for Haitian independence have had long 
reaching effects, and consequently the revolution has become the inevitable point of 
reference for any attempt to understand Haiti’s ‘weirdness,’ including its poverty.22  
The twelve-year conflict extracted a brutal human and material toll, leaving the 
once-profitable agricultural sector in ruins. Moreover, the young nation was “free but cut 
off,”23 and this political isolation—along with the incredible indemnity paid to France in 
order to finally relieve it—proved devastating to Haiti’s fledgling economy.24 By the end 
of the 19th century, debt payments consumed half of the nation’s annual budget, a figure 
that would later swell to eighty percent, leading in part to the U.S. occupation in 1915.25 
Haiti has never recovered from these economic headwinds, and as is widely known, it is 
today the poorest country in the Americas, with a GDP per capita of $766.26 That often-
quoted distinction, as unsettling as it is, does not convey the harsh economic reality for 
Haiti’s most desperate, because it does not show the incredible degree to which the 
wealth that does exist is concentrated among a small elite. To understand that aspect of 
Haitian poverty, we must look beyond the exterior forces hindering the country’s 
 
21 Michel-Rolf Trouillot, p. 73,88. 
22 To borrow a phrase from Michel-Rolph Trouillot, in ‘The Odd and the Ordinary: Haiti, the Caribbean and 
the World’, Cimarron, 2.3 (1990). 
23 Édouard Glissant, p. 7. 
24 Dubois, p. 204. 
25 GIna Athena Ulysse, Why Haiti Needs New Narratives: A Post-Quake Chronicle (Middletown, CT: 
Wesleyan University Press, 2015), p. xv; Bronfman, p. 12. 
26 According to the World Bank: https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/haiti/overview 
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economic growth (a perspective one Caribbean scholar calls frappe les étrangers, or 
“foreigner bashing”27), to some of the internal forces at play in the young country.  
The great irony of the Haitian Revolution is that even as it overturned the rigid 
social hierarchy of colonialism, the nation it produced has remained divided along lines 
of race and class. These divisions reflect the old colonial caste system, which had three 
categories: whites, slaves, and free people of color (or affranchis). The stability of this 
system and the maintenance of slavery both depended on the cooperation of the whites 
and affranchis—who numbered around 30,000—most of whom were of mixed African 
and European ancestry, or mulattos.28 The collapse of that cooperation was key to the 
revolution’s success, but the solidarity that emerged between the free people of color and 
the newly freed slaves was similarly precarious. In C.L.R. James’ account of the 
revolution, Toussaint’s inability to unite these factions represents his ultimate failure as a 
leader.29 For historian David Nicholls (1996), the ensuing rivalry between black and 
mulatto elites is the key to understanding Haitian history: from the civil war that erupted 
soon after independence, to the occupation of the country by the United States in 1915, 
through the rise of Francois Duvalier in 1957 and ultimately the ouster of his son 30 years 
later. Laurent Dubois’ Haiti: The Aftershocks of History (2012) traces a similar theme of 
internal division, again rooted in the colonial period, but focused instead on the 
antagonism between urban elites and the rural majority. Both of these narratives of 
division and inequality are reflected in the statistics as well: Haiti is not only one of the 
 
27 Maingot, p. 229. 
28 Nicholls, p. 19. 
29 James, p. 283. 
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world’s poorest nations, it is also one of the most unequal, with 20 percent of the 
population controlling 64 percent of total income, and more than half of the population 
living below the national poverty line of $2.41 per day.30 
Among the most striking and damaging results of Haiti’s fractured beginnings, is 
the establishment of French—which only upper-class Haitians could read or write—as 
the official language of government and education. To this day, the universally-spoken 
Haitian Creole is largely excluded from classrooms in Haiti, even though less than 5% of 
the population is fully fluent in French.31 Michel Degraff, a Haitian-American linguist, 
argues that the country’s high illiteracy rate (50%) and low graduation rate (10%) are a 
direct product of this failed policy, and he has demonstrated the improved educational 
outcomes that result from ‘mother tongue’ instruction.32 While there are of course many 
factors that limit the effectiveness of schooling in Haiti, this linguistic aspect is especially 
indicative of the ways in which the country’s education system perpetuates its class 
system, favoring those students who are exposed to the French language outside the 
classroom—typically those from elite families. Media in Haiti reflect this exact same 
language and class dynamic. Newspapers are written in French and read primarily by the 
wealthy, television programming—much of which is produced abroad—is in a mix of 
languages and consumed by a broader middle class, while radio is almost entirely in 
Creole and therefore can speak directly to all people. 
 
30 Investing in People to Fight Poverty in Haiti, 2014. See also the World Bank’s Gini index: 
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/reports.aspx?source=2&series=SI.POV.GINI&country= 
31 Michel DeGraff, ‘Mother-Tongue Books in Haiti: The Power of Kreyòl in Learning to Read and in Reading 
to Learn’, Prospects, 46.3–4 (2016), 435–64 (p. 435). 
32 DeGraff, p. 444. 
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Given the material realities of Haiti (challenging geography, widespread poverty, 
dramatic inequality, low literacy) it is not surprising that radio became the country’s 
primary form of electronic media. By its technical nature, terrestrial radio is wireless and 
aural—and by the mid 20th century, it was cheap and portable as well. Phonographs and 
televisions would remain luxury objects, but in those relatively prosperous post-war 
years—when the Caribbean ‘playgrounds’ bustled with tourism—the radio became 
commonplace, and by 1949 Port-au-Prince boasted at least seven different stations.33 An 
important development of this period is the introduction of transistor technology, which 
took up a fraction of the space and used a fraction of the power as the vacuum tubes that 
powered the older cabinet radios, leading to the first truly mobile listening device in the 
mid 1950s. In the case of North American markets, the transistor radio is associated with 
the fragmentation of family listening and consequently of station formats;34 in much of 
the Global South however, its primary significance was in offering independence from 
electrical infrastructure. As Brian Larkin writes in the case of urban Nigeria, the wired 
grid was a symbol of domestic control—“the material expression of the state entering 
each and every house”—but with battery-powered transistor sets, listeners gained 
autonomy from that often-unreliable grid. They could enjoy greater privacy, and at the 
same time, could bring their private devices with them out into public spaces that had 
previously been unamplified, or perhaps amplified only through state-operated 
loudspeakers—all made possible by batteries.35 In Zambia, Debra Spitulnik has 
 
33 Averill, A Day for the Hunter, A Day for the Prey: Popular Music and Power in Haiti, p. 63. 
34 Berland, p. 181. 
35 Brian Larkin, ‘Sounds : Nigerian Video and the Infrastructure of Piracy’, 16.2 (2002), 289–314 (p. 70). 
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documented elaborate practices of battery conservation—stringing them together in long 
chains or warming them over coals—as part of long standing practices of autonomous 
rural listening.36 In Haiti, as radio access continued to expand during the Duvalier years 
(1957-1986), much of the rural Haitian population came into direct contact with national 
politics and popular entertainment for the first time—finding a measure of inclusion, and 
sometimes engagement through the airwaves.37 Terrestrial radio has, in a meaningful 
sense, bridged the deep social fault lines—urban and rural, elite and impoverished, 
educated and illiterate—that have remained unbridgeable in the political sphere. It has 
become a literal lifeline for many, especially in times of crisis—of those 96% of Haitians 
who told the DAGMAR surveyors in 2010 that they tune-in every day, one quarter were 
then living in makeshift camps.38  
The preeminence of terrestrial radio has also had profound implications for the 
way recorded music is understood and circulated in Haiti. As a point of contrast, scholars 
of music consumption in the Global North tend to fixate on the phonograph as the 
foundational technology of modern music industries—as Evan Eisenberg puts it: “In 
1877 music began to become a thing”39—and the phonograph’s twin abilities of storing 
and reproducing sound at will are consequently associated with a Western musical culture 
 
36 Debra Spitulnik, ‘Mobile Machines and Fluid Audiences’, in Media Worlds: Anthropology on New Terrain 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), pp. 337–54. 
37 Socias, p. 57. 
38 Powell, p. 44. 
39 Evan Eisenberg, The Recording Angel: Music, Records and Culture from Aristotle to Zappa (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2005), p. 13. 
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that values ownership, collection, preservation and private consumption.40 Following 
with that line of material thinking—which I’ve pursued myself up to this point—I might 
argue that Haiti’s entire culture of commercial music is itself bound up in the technology 
of radio transmission, which offered the first effective means of distributing and 
receiving sound electronically throughout the entire country. Consequently, recorded 
music in Haiti is broadly social and public rather than private; it is embedded in daily life 
rather than collected on a shelf; and it is understood as a ‘living’ medium rather than a 
static one. As I will explore in Chapters Two and Three, the Haitian music industry’s 
transnational scope is similarly bound up with a long history of cross-border radio 
listening, just as in Chapter Four we can see that the country’s struggle to enforce 
intellectual property rights is connected to the widespread notion of music as a public 
good—broadcast by a few and available to all.   
As compelling as this narrative is—linking geography, economy, technology and 
culture—it ignores the whims and wills of its main characters. In fact, all of the evidence 
I have presented so far would suggest that Haitians listen to radio because they have no 
other choice. Their demand has been produced by material circumstances, and perhaps if 
the electricity were consistent enough for a television, or if they could afford a CD 
player, then they would choose those media instead. That perspective reflects a 
widespread perception of radio, including in the United States, as the ‘medium of last 
 
40 Eisenberg; John Durham Peters and Eric W Rothenbuhler, ‘Defining Phonography: An Experiment in 
Theory’, The Musical Quarterly, 81.2 (1997), 242–64; Mark Katz, Capturing Sound: How Technology Has 
Changed Music (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2010); Jacques. Atalli, Noise: The Political 
Economy of Music (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985). 
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resort’—the source we turn to in crisis, when all else fails. I would argue that in the case 
of Haiti, however, radio can also be understood as the medium of ‘first resort:’ an optimal 
platform for a society in which sound, speech and storytelling hold a central place in 
daily life. In order to advance this cultural view of radio’s dominance, I want to examine 
the creolization process that is at the root of Haitian society, before returning once again 
to Haiti’s founding revolution—this time with an ear and eye to the revolutionaries 
themselves, the people who would eventually become the first Haitians.  
 
The term ‘creolization’ has a set definition within the field of linguistics: speakers 
of multiple different languages develop a means of shared communication, which then 
becomes the native language for subsequent generations.41 However, when applied to 
culture more broadly—and indeed to the formation of entire societies—the meaning of 
creolization itself begins to adapt and change towards different ends. For example, 
Fernando Ortiz’s metaphor of a Cuban stew (‘ajiaco criollo’) to which new ingredients 
are constantly added, served as a productive metaphor for an emerging Cuban 
nationalism.42 More recent scholarly models of creolization, on the other hand, have 
tended to foreground the relations of power and domination that constrained various 
expressive practices within the creole formation,43 as well as the complex and 
 
41 Peter Manuel, Creolizing Contradance in the Caribbean (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2009), p. 
32. 
42 Palmié and Scarano, p. 10. 
43 Sindey W. Mintz and Richard Price, The Birth of African-American Culture: An Anthropological 
Perspective (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1992); Deborah Thomas, ‘Modern Blackness’, 2000. 
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contradictory human responses to these conditions.44 Olmos, Murphy and Paravisini-
Gebert distill this perspective clearly in their survey of Creole Religions of the 
Caribbean, defining creolization as “the malleability and mutability of various beliefs 
and practices as they adapt to new understandings of class, race, gender, power, labor, 
and sexuality.”45 Here the language of passive mixture—of colors on a palette or flavors 
in a stew—is absent entirely. The operative verb is adaptation: creative agency in the face 
of challenging and changing circumstances. I will bring that same perspective to the 
origins of Haitian radio as a cultural practice.  
In all accounts of creolization, whether linguistic or cultural, the result is 
something new and original to that place. In fact, the word “creole” was first used in the 
New World to describe people—of both European and African ancestry—who were born 
here in the Americas.46 But within that newness, within the violence of the Middle 
Passage and slavery, was it also possible for specific cultural elements to be retained and 
passed on? This question of ‘retentions’ has animated discussions of African-American 
culture for decades, best exemplified by the debate between two scholars: Melville 
Herskovits and E. Franklin Frazier. Herskovits, who was white and an anthropologist, 
conducted field research across several sites in South America and the Caribbean, where 
he found evidence of “Africanisms” that he believed could be traced to specific “nations” 
in Africa. Frazier on the other hand, who was black and an urban sociologist, argued that 
 
44 Franz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (New York: Grove Press, 1952); Édouard Glissant; Fernandez 
Olmos, Murphy, and Paravisini-Gebert. 
45 Fernandez Olmos, Murphy, and Paravisini-Gebert, p. 4. 
46 Fernandez Olmos, Murphy, and Paravisini-Gebert, p. 5. 
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African slaves had been stripped of their culture, leaving their descendants socially 
disadvantaged.47  
The two poles staked out by Frazier and Herskovits were powerful resources for 
very different political projects. Retentions were proof of an African-American history 
and peoplehood bound together by common origins. Frazier’s narrative of disjuncture, on 
the other hand, served as a sharp critique of colonial and neocolonial domination, and as 
a tool for seeking redress. The instrumentality of these two theories may explain why the 
rift between them has never entirely closed. A generation later, Sidney Mintz and Richard 
Price’s seminal work on The Birth of African-American Culture (1976) was a direct 
critique of the retentions model, stressing instead the rapid development of novel social 
formations in the New World. Meanwhile, John Thorton’s Africa and Africans in the 
Making of the Atlantic World, 1400-1800 (1998) refuted the Mintz and Price model with 
a wide-ranging historical survey that foregrounds connection and continuity between the 
continents. And as Kevin Yelvington pointed out in a 2001 review article, scholars still 
tend to fall within “one of two competing camps: the neo-Herskovitsians versus 
“creationist” or “creolization” theorists.”48 Writing the same year, Richard Price—by that 
time nearly 60—was prepared to concede that “the ultimate miracle of creolization 
remains, at least for now, impenetrable.”49  
 
47 Kevin a. Yelvington, ‘The Anthropology of Afro-Latin America and the Caribbean: Diasporic Dimensions’, 
Annual Review of Anthropology, 30.2001 (2001), 227–60; see also: MJ Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro 
Past (New York: Harper, 1941); EF Frazier, The Negro Family in the United States (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1939). 
48 Yelvington, p. 232. 
49 Richard Price, ‘The Miracle of Creolization: A Retrospective’, New West Indian Guide, 75.1/2 (2001), 35–
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I have chosen to rehearse this particular debate at some length, because the 
concepts of retention and creolization offer a powerful framework for analyzing the 
distinctiveness of Haiti, and its media culture today. When the revolution began in 1791, 
a full two-thirds of the slaves in Saint-Domingue had been born and raised in Africa, and 
many among them had only been in the colony for a few years.50 This is in stark contrast 
to the situation in the United States, for example, where the importation of slaves ended 
many decades before full emancipation. The revolutionaries were therefore able to draw 
directly on a diverse body of collective knowledge—organized and circulated through an 
ongoing process of creolization among the colony’s enslaved peoples. That knowledge 
included the spiritual practices known as Vodou—which formally launched the 
revolution and helped to maintain group cohesion—as well as the guerilla tactics that 
defied all European military conventions.51 Laurent Dubois and John Thorton both make 
the case that because Saint-Domingue’s slaves came predominantly from the Kingdom of 
Kongo, which had recently experienced a series of internal conflicts, it is likely that many 
of them arrived in the colony with military experience and even firearms training.52 
Drawing on the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, historian Chris Davis has made the 
further claim that this concentration of Kongolese slaves was in fact unique in the 
Caribbean, offering a possible explanation for why other colonies remained dormant, 
even as Saint-Domingue erupted.53  
 
50 Dubois, p. 21. 
51 Fernandez Olmos, Murphy, and Paravisini-Gebert, p. 118. 
52 Dubois, p. 23. 
53 Chris Davis, ‘Before They Were Haitians : Examining Evidence for Kongolese Influence on the Haitian 
Revolution’, Journal of Haitian Studies, 22.2 (2016), 4–36 (p. 4, 5). 
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Many historians, notably C.L.R. James, have wrestled with how to account for the 
agency and ingenuity of the revolutionaries themselves—often weighed against the 
historical circumstances in which they operated: the colony’s demographic imbalance, 
the impact of disease on invading Europeans, and the instability brought about by 
France’s own revolution. In the case of Haiti’s most celebrated revolutionary, Toussaint 
L’Ouverture, James ultimately equivocates: “Yet Toussaint did not make the revolution. 
It was the revolution that made Toussaint. And even that is not the whole truth.”54 This 
tension is in many respects symbolic of the larger question of how to situate Haiti in 
world history. On the one hand, if we see individuals and events in colonial Saint-
Domingue as an extension of France’s political upheaval, as James argues, then the slave 
revolt must also be seen as a full participant in the ‘Age of Revolution,’ and in European 
modernity itself. This perspective is empowering and validating, especially given the 
extent to which the Haitian revolution has been ‘silenced’ in the production of Western 
history.55 At the same time, however, that perspective ignores the ways in which 
European modernity is itself “a product of the New World”—and that therefore, simply 
“labeling the Haitian Revolution as ‘modern’ threatens to erase the contributions of the 
black masses”—their faith, their ambition, and their bold vision.56  
What cannot be contested, is that the revolution set Haiti on an utterly unique 
historical path, a divergence that would play out in the realms of government, religion, 
society and art. It left a profound culture of militarism within the Haitian state—which at 
 
54 James, p. x. 
55 Michel-Rolf Trouillot. 
56 Fischer, p. 22,24; see also: Michel-Rolf Trouillot. 
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many points in time has been indistinguishable from its military—but also within the 
populace, still evident in the hierarchical ranks assigned in rara bands and in the army 
regalia of the Vodou spirit Ogou.57 It also instilled a tradition of autonomy and 
resistance—or mawonaj—that is both celebrated as the key to Haiti’s resilience,58 and 
blamed as the root cause of its deforestation, erosion, and other land management 
issues.59 Looking specifically at the cultural realm, the revolution’s uprooting of the 
plantation system allowed small landholders to organize themselves into local 
networks—or lakous—where African-derived religious practices continued to flourish. 
Isolation from the Church leadership for much of the 19th century meant that these 
practices could continue to syncretize with Catholicism, with relatively little outside 
interference.60  
Given these facts, Haiti has often been held up as an exemplar of African 
retentions in the New World, beginning with Melville Herskovits himself. Just a few 
years before his most well-known publication, The Myth of the Negro Past (1941), 
Herskovits wrote Life in a Haitian Valley (1937) based on several months of fieldwork in 
the inland village of Mirebalais.61 In the book, Herskovits noted specific cultural 
elements, including techniques for constructing ceremonial drums, which he believed 
 
57 Elizabeth McAlister, Rara! Vodou, Power, and Performance in Haiti and Its Diaspora (Berkeley, CA: 
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60 Fernandez Olmos, Murphy, and Paravisini-Gebert, p. 118, 119. 
61 MJ Herskovits, Life in a Haitian Valley (Princeton, NJ: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2007). 
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were passed down directly from the villagers’ African ancestors.62 Harold Courlander, an 
American folklorist and novelist, took a similar interest in “African survivals” during the 
many years he spent documenting Haitian music, religion and folktales.63 And in a more 
recent analysis of Vodou songs, musicologist Gerdès Fleurent argues that “Vodun’s 
underlying philosophy is African,” and once again draws direct connections to the 
continent based on language, drum construction, and dance aesthetics.64  
One of the central components in all these apparent ‘retentions,’ is the emphasis 
on oral communication. Vodou itself is not organized around a fixed text or leadership 
structure, rather it comprises a wholistic system of medicine, philosophy, cosmology and 
justice, passed down orally in the form of stories, rites, prayers and songs.65 That mode of 
transmission embraces a constant evolution in the characters of the lwa—as the spirits in 
Vodou practice are known—as well as the rituals performed in their service, an evolution 
that continues today in Haitian communities abroad.66 Even among Haiti’s Protestant 
community, which for the most part rejects the legacy of Vodou, it is common for 
churches to transmit songs orally—singing them out line by line—rather than relying on 
a hymnal.67 The privileging of voice over text facilitates a culture of wordplay, in which 
the way you say something can communicate as much as the literal meaning of the words 
 
62 Largey, p. 196. 
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themselves. Language is situational, rather than static. This dynamic is evident in Haiti’s 
folklore—which is more of a dramatic art than a purely literary one68—as well as the 
musical practice of chan pwen, or ‘point songs.’ A successful pwen is encoded in idioms 
and metaphorical imagery, only making its point when decoded by the intended 
audience—often the direct subject of the song’s mockery or criticism.69 And much like 
Vodou rites, the pwen songs are tweaked and elaborated with each iteration. Their 
symbols accumulate meaning over time, such that a simple line like panama m tombe—
‘my hat fell off’—can reference the hubris of any leader, even as it tells the story of one 
fateful military campaign of the 19th century.70 This disguising and anonymizing of social 
commentary has at many points in Haitian history been a matter of survival, a means of 
challenging domestic oppression without drawing undue attention.71  
Given the historic nature of these practices, oral traditions in Haiti contain both a 
profound repository of knowledge and specific strategies for survival, all of which are 
circulated constantly as part of the process of remembering.72 When the U.S. Marines 
attempted to govern rural Haiti directly during the nineteen-year American occupation 
(1915-1934), they encountered first-hand the efficiency of these circuits, which often 
centered on the women who bought and sold goods at regional markets. The ‘rebels’ and 
‘bandits’ that the occupying forces pursued, were always it seemed, one step ahead—the 
 
68 Courlander, p. 171. 
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Marine’s radio sets and telegraph wires no match for intelligence passed from ‘mouth to 
mouth’ at the market.73 As Alejandra Bronfman notes eloquently: “Infrastructures of 
telephone and telegraph followed logics of empire and capital, while market circuits 
followed logics of produce and terrain”—which in the Haitian countryside often proved 
far more effective.74 There’s a striking parallel here with the larger narrative tension I’ve 
been following, between the determining power of historical, economic and material 
structures, and the agency of individuals operating within them. In the case of the U.S. 
occupation, the introduction of novel technologies did effect change in Haitian society, 
and at the same time, those technologies were the subject of constant manipulation and 
alteration by Haitians themselves. A new term even emerged at the time that perfectly 
captures this tension: teledjòl. It combines the English word ‘telegraph’ and the Creole 
word for ‘mouth’—describing the power of direct oral communication within the 
conceptual framework of its mechanical rival. 
Despite the fact that radio technology arrived in Haiti as an instrument of 
imperialism and a direct challenge to networks of oral transmission, it would ultimately 
become an instrument for Haitian orality. This rapid merging of social and technological 
systems is illustrated in the word teledjòl itself, which would seem to recognize these 
systems’ functional affinity, despite being initially positioned as adversaries. And as the 
ethnographic portion of this chapter will illustrate, radio in Haiti continues many of the 
social functions of the teledjòl—announcing business opportunities, local obituaries and 
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upcoming concerts—as well as the oral and aural conventions of Vodou and chan pwen. 
This notion of a link between Vodou and radio is somewhat ironic—and has drawn 
skeptical looks from some broadcasters I’ve discussed it with—because actual Vodou 
songs are almost entirely absent from the country’s airwaves, while evangelical stations 
have proliferated in recent years.75 At one point I had a chance to discuss these ideas with 
a practicing Vodou priestess (mambo) and her husband, who were in the process of 
building a new temple outside of Cap Haïtien. Both recognized the fundamentally oral 
nature of their religion, especially in contrast with Christianity, but felt that the more 
important resonance with radio was Vodou’s immediacy in the life of its practitioners.76 
It’s a “practical” religion, the husband told me, operating in the here and now, rather than 
an imagined afterlife or an abstract morality. In other words, Vodou embodies the same 
“liveness” heard on Haiti’s airwaves, where animators don’t just play songs, but situate 
each song in the lived reality of their audience; where recordings are not regarded as 
‘finished texts,’ but rather as interactive resources for further elaboration; where listeners 
are not passive recipients, but rather active participants and skilled interpreters; and 
where the human voice is not just a tool for conveying words, but an instrument of great 
communicative power.77 
 
75 The owner of Radio Venus is protestant and does not permit Vodou music on the station, but several 
staff have told me that they would play these songs if it were up to them. Radio Ginen in Port-au-Prince is 
notable for its regular afternoon program of all Vodou music.  
76 Wesly Colas, personal communication, 10/9/2018 
77 Karen Richman makes a similar argument about the use of “cassette letters” in her book Migration and 
Vodou, arguing that this form of mediated communication nevertheless channels many of the social 
features of direct oral communication, including the emphasis on reception and interpretation as skills.  
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These cultural qualities of Haitian radio, each with their deep historical 
antecedents, are a necessary counter-balance to the material factors that surround radio’s 
rise in Haiti. Most importantly, the material and cultural narratives depict the agency of 
Haitian media users very differently—as either helpless historical subjects left with no 
other choice, or as creative actors who make the best use of the resources available to 
them. Either explanation on its own could not tell a complete story of why radio holds the 
place it does in Haitian society. They need each other, much as a station opérateur needs 
a voice to mix, and an animateur needs a song to present. Like C.L.R. James, I accept a 
degree of ambiguity in this dynamic—“And even that is not the whole truth”—yet I’ve 
chosen to conclude this section with an ear towards cultural practices and orientations. 
That is because it is precisely these qualities—radio’s immediacy, adaptability and 
interactivity—that will drive my analysis of Radio Venus, and indeed all the subsequent 
case studies. These basic communicative qualities, which I will analyze through the twin 
concepts of ‘animation’ and ‘liveness,’ are the social basis for radio in Haiti. They trace 
out a narrative of continuity that begins long before electromagnetic transmission was 
harnessed by humans, and extends out far beyond the bounds of terrestrial radio today.  
 
W’ap Koute Radio Tele Venus 
 Cap-Haïtien, known affectionately as Au Cap, sits in the nook of a short 
peninsula, bounded by the sea to the east, and steep hills to the west and north. The main 
road from Port-au-Prince comes up from the south, splitting into two busy thoroughfares 
that frame a dense rectangular core—anchored by the central market and cathedral. 
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Between those main roads is an orderly grid of small streets—all named by letters or 
numbers—where pedestrians dominate and commerce continues as long as there’s 
daylight. Two and three-story buildings, many dating back to the French colonial period, 
are built one against the next. The top floors are ringed with ornate railings and shutters 
in various states of disrepair. On the ground floor, arched entryways reveal formal 
establishments—schools, banks, barbershops, pharmacies, sit-down restaurants—while 
the stoops and sidewalks are home to informal businesses: a man waves a stack of bills 
showing that he’s a moneychanger, while a woman shells peas into a basket. There are 
tubs full of bread, tables piled with cell phones, and wheelbarrows full of soda. Everyone 
has a hustle, and often a side hustle as well. 
 Fabrice Joseph is a mender, set up on the corner of K and 14th streets. He shows 
me a red plastic toolbox filled with supplies—thread, wires, pliers, scraps of fabric—
which he can use to fix a jammed zipper, stitch up a torn backpack strap, or reattach a 
loose shoe sole. I stop because he’s cradling a radio set in his callused hands, tuned to 
104.3FM—Radio Venus. The unit takes a pair of D batteries, which he replaces almost 
weekly at a cost of 100 gourdes (about $1.50 at this time). That’s because the radio is 
always on: news in the morning, followed by music as the day heats up, then sometimes 
sports in the afternoon if there’s a good football match, and finally returning to music in 
the evening. Without any prompting, Fabrice starts rolling the tuning knob with his 
thumb, naming the other stations he frequents—Ginen, Maxima, Nirvana—with the radio 
dial seeming as familiar to him as the street he sits on.  
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Fabrice actually lives upstairs on this same block, so each morning he just has to 
step out his front door wearing his Vietnam Vet hat and carrying his radio, then wait for 
work to come his way. We meet on a quiet day; Fabrice has been sitting on the stoop for 
five hours already. Another day he’s engrossed in assembling a large umbrella—the kind 
food vendors use for shade—all from mis-matched parts he’s collected around town. 
When I pass by he’s got the cloth top spread across his lap, and he’s working to extend 
the metal struts to accommodate its large size. His hands are occupied wrapping stiff wire 
around the umbrella’s frame, but the radio is still on, now propped on a ledge just behind 
his head. Fabrice is typical of so many radio listeners I meet in Cap Haïtien. He works for 
himself and has time on his hands—with the different types of programming giving shape 
to the day. He listens for himself, but also chooses to put the sound out in public space, 
where it mixes with the conversation of his daughters (who sell snacks on the same 
block) as well as the music played by passing cars and motorcycle taxis (moto). Fabrice 
actually has a small block phone that can also play radio, but the volume isn’t good 
enough for listening on the street, so the phone stays in his pocket, and the radio set stays 
turned up. In this chapter I focus on exactly this type of public listening—along with the 
action inside the radio studio itself—because the street is where the interactive and social 
nature of radio are most evident, where radio is most live.  
It is important to note at the outset that the times and spaces radio occupies in Cap 
Haïtien are sharply gendered, often in tandem with different forms of labor. Taxi drivers 
and electronics vendors, for example, are virtually all men and always listen to radio. 
Meanwhile, the quietest part of the city are the blocks surrounding its central market, 
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where mostly women sell food and home goods. Here radios are scarce, and the streets 
are too crowded for even motorcycles to pass through. In speaking with market women, 
I’ve found that most appreciate the sounds of radio around them and in fact have their 
own sets at home—often tuned to the city’s Catholic and evangelical stations—but don’t 
choose to bring those sets with them during the day. Some told me that a woman’s 
commerce is focused and practical, requiring her full attention; while male commerce is 
more social in nature, and therefore benefits from a soundtrack. This explanation suggests 
that radio is part of a larger ‘economy of reputation’—to borrow a widely cited concept 
from anthropologist Peter Wilson’s 1973 article on gender dynamics in the Caribbean.78 
Wilson’s work would suggest that for young male entrepreneurs in Haiti, their economic 
lives and livelihoods are fundamentally bound up with ongoing displays of status, 
masculinity, and even sexual prowess, which both enable and are enabled by the success 
of their commercial activity. I’ll return to this idea towards the end of the ethnographic 
narrative, in a specific instance of public listening. Yet as strong as the connection is 
between listening and labor, that explanation is also incomplete, and I would contend that 
the public dominance of men as radio ‘players’ (which I would consider as distinct from 
radio ‘listeners’), reflects their historic privilege in public discourse more broadly—
especially in the areas of politics, music and sports, which dominate daytime radio in 
Haiti. The framework of this chapter will inevitably reflect that male-bias, further 
reinforced by my own gender, which affords easier access to male environments and 
 
78 Peter J. Wilson, ‘Reputation and Respectability: A Suggestion for Caribbean Ethnology’, Man, 4.1 (1969), 
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activities.79 However, by deliberately focusing on public space I do consider how the life 
of radio extends beyond the person actually holding the radio set, or speaking into the 
microphone. Radio is literally and figuratively in the air of Au Cap; we all listen whether 
we choose to or not. 
 
Both the operator and the animator are critical in generating liveness, each 
working at different levels and in different ways to connect the station’s content with the 
lived reality of its listeners—to make the radio live in the world. I will make this 
argument using the example of Radio Venus, an independent station located in the heart 
of Cap Haïtien, and owned by a local businesswoman named Madame Jerome Michel.80 
She founded the station with her husband in 1994, and has kept it going herself in the 
decade since his death—often sitting out on the station’s open roof deck with her 
grandchildren during broadcasts. Mr. Michel was a journalist as well as a saxophonist for 
Orchestre Septentrional—one of Au Cap’s local musical treasures—and the station has 
always reflected that mix of music and politics in its programming. In this section, I first 
consider the role of operators in shaping the station’s overall schedule, which is carefully 
coordinated to match the mood of the city throughout the day, week and year. I then 
consider the work of the animator, which takes place on a much smaller time scale—a 
single time slot, or even a single song—and locates the music in its exact time and 
 
79 For a similar example of this dynamic, see Joel Streicker, ‘Policing Boundaries: Race, Class, and Gender 
in Cartagena, Colombia’, American Ethnologist, 22.1 (1995), 54–74 (p. 59). 
80 Venus has a television channel as well, but like most local stations in Haiti it does not have the 
resources to produce its own programming, so simply relays content from elsewhere. 
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circumstance. Finally, I present a narrative of a Saturday evening broadcast, bringing 
together ethnography of the studio and the street to illustrate how Venus engages directly 
with its listeners.   
 
 The operator’s primary responsibility is to keep the station’s broadcast running at 
all times—‘dead air’ is bad for business.81 Sound originates either from one of the 
microphones in the studio, or a laptop computer in the control room. Both are fed into a 
small mixing board, where their levels are balanced by a pair of faders, one assigned to 
each channel. The meter at the top of the board should push deep into the red each time 
the host speaks, or each time the bass drum thumps. If it’s coming up short, someone in 
the studio might lean over the operator’s shoulder and suggest he “bay ti volim”—give it 
a little more volume. The output of the board is fed into a Studio Transmitter Link (STL), 
basically a steel gray box on a shelf with a display that shows an operating power of 10 
watts. That’s just enough to bounce the signal from the studio’s 80-foot tower up to a 
nearby mountain, where it’s then rebroadcast at roughly 450 watts, blanketing the 
country’s Northern Department. This entire system is the operator’s responsibility.  
 
81 During my fieldwork at Radio Venus, I hired the station’s youngest operator, Simon Wilkenson, to work 
with me as a research assistant. He is my primary source for understanding the technical operation of the 
studio, and was an essential partner for facilitating all my research at the station. 
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Figure 1.2: Simon Wilkenson watches Don Lolo through the studio window at Radio 
Venus. Cap Haïtien, 2018. Photograph by the author. 
 
 The station has four operators—Molliere, Louis, Wilkonson and Simon—who 
work in shifts to cover the 24-hour schedule. This rotation provides stability as the hosts 
of different programs come and go—often showing up late, and sometimes not showing 
up at all. For long stretches of the day there is no host, so the operator just cues up a 
folder of songs in Windows Media Player, occasionally leaning over to trigger a station 
ID: a chesty voice that declares, “W’ap koute Radio Tele-Venus”—‘You are listening to 
Radio Tele-Venus.’ At the top of the hour the operator drags in a pre-packaged set of 
advertisements (there are dedicated folders for each hour on the computer’s hard drive), 
and deletes the already played files that have been accumulating, before cuing up 
whatever comes next. This stewardship of the eternal playlist is in fact a very powerful 
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position. When I discussed radio strategy with one of Haiti’s top music producers, who 
works under the name Powersurge, he told me that success hinges on knowing the 
operators. The owner of the station might be able to get your song in the door, and the 
animator can give it a little boost on the air, but the operator is the person who can get 
you into heavy rotation.82 They are the steady driving force behind the radio station. 
 As the operators at Venus make their song selections, they are constantly aware of 
their present temporal position—within the year, week and day—and trace out regular 
cycles on each of these scales. Early in the year, the playlist is dominated by topical 
songs produced for the annual Carnival, whose local manifestation kicks off just around 
the corner from the station. In the summer many cities and towns hold their fet 
champét—public celebrations scheduled around Catholic saints’ days. During this time 
emigres and US-based bands return to Haiti, which is relatively flush with tourist money, 
and artists often release new albums to promote their tours. All of this musical activity is 
marked and promoted on Radio Venus, which according to Madam Michel, the station’s 
owner, deliberately highlights local matters in order to compete with the few high-
powered signals that make their way over the mountains from Port-au-Prince. Finally, at 
the end of the year Venus plays almost constant Christmas music, much of it by the city’s 
two most famous bands—Septentrional and Tropicana—who also embark on extensive 
tours at this time.83  
 
82 Serge Turnier, personal communication, 8/6/2016 
83 I conducted my primary fieldwork at Venus in August 2016 and December 2018, and so was able to 
witness several of these seasonal shifts in person. 
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At the weekly level, many time slots feature rotating themes like love songs on 
Tuesdays and throwbacks on Thursdays, that help to mark the passage of the work week. 
The most pronounced shift in programming, however, is between weekdays and 
weekends. From Friday evening until Monday morning, the station drops many of its 
talk-oriented shows and plays constant music—almost all of which is bootleg recordings 
of live concerts. The idea is to convey the freewheeling mood of a night out on the town, 
even for those who won’t be at a bar or concert. To keep up this atmosphere, the station 
operators can choose from whole folders of “konpa live” tracks dating back to the 
1990s—most of which run twelve to fifteen minutes long. This programming convention 
of playing live music on weekends is ubiquitous in Haiti; turn on the radio on a Saturday 
night and you will be hard pressed to find any music that was recorded in a studio. When 
I visited Radio Caraibes, the largest and most popular station in Port-au-Prince,84 the 
weekend host even brought in a special guest operator named Jericho, who he playfully 
introduced as “neg live”—the ‘live guy.’ Jericho brought with him his own laptop and 
external hard drive filled with concerts he had recorded himself. Glancing at the screen, I 
could see that many of the carefully-catalogued files were recorded just weeks or months 
previously—some in Haiti, some in the US. Three days after observing that broadcast I 
went to a concert by NuLook just up the hill in Pétion-ville, and sure enough, Jericho was 
there at the soundboard running the output straight into his laptop so that radio listeners 
could, at some later date, share in the live energy of this show. 
 
84 According to Powell 2012. 
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While the weeks and months trace out long cycles in Haitian life, the hours of the 
day on Radio Venus follow their own logic. Don Lolo and Simon Wilkenson, the 
animator/operator pair I introduced at the top of the chapter, explain it to me. The early 
morning hours are occupied with light music—often evangelical tunes or French 
chansons—until 6 a.m., when the station turns to news, including local affairs and the 
Voice of America’s Creole-language program, which is received each day via a special 
satellite link. Once listeners are brought up to speed, they need energy to start their day, 
so the station switches to konpa music with a live host in the studio. The music gets 
progressively “hotter” along with the sun, until workers take their mid-day break, and the 
station returns briefly to news. The afternoon and early evening are more varied, 
featuring religious, political and sports programs to keep things interesting, before 
ultimately returning to music. The overnight operator, Louis Robinson, tells me that the 
night shift is all about creating the ambience for sleeping. Many Haitians, he says, will 
sleep with the radio on—a fact that is confirmed in my conversations with listeners—so 
he doesn’t want to play music that’s “too hot,” which could disturb their sleep. Louis tells 
me all this first thing in the morning, just after his shift has ended. I ask when he sleeps, 
and he waves away the question, saying: “If I lived lòt bò (abroad, literally ‘on the other 
side’), I would work three jobs, but here that’s not possible.”85 So Louis just passes most 
of the day around the studio, and while he lounges downstairs, the morning operator 
 
85 All quotations presented in English—both from listeners and station staff—are my own translations, 
mostly done contemporaneously in my note-taking.   
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Molliere brings the station back to the beginning of its daily cycle—outlined below in 
Figure 1.3.  
Figure 1.3: Radio Venus Weekday Schedule 
Time Program 
5:00    French songs (chanson) 
6:00 Local news 
7:30  Voice of America (VOA) News 
8:00 La Pulsation (Talk show on cultural matters) 
9:00    Konpa Granmoun (Oldies, literally ‘Your Grandparents’ konpa) 
10:00 Bamboche Compas (Contemporary music, featuring daily themes) 
12:30 VOA News 
13:30 Variety konpa (studio is used to record ads and station promos) 
14:30 French songs 
15:00 Evangelical music 
16:00 National news 
17:00 VOA News 
17:30 Variety music 
18:00 Sports (discussion and analysis) 
20:00 Political roundtable  
22:00 Variety music 
 
 As Simon, the youngest operator and my primary interlocutor, explains to me one 
day in the control room, the goal of a variety format is to satisfy all of the listeners’ 
interests and to provide “stability” in their lives. That last descriptor, “estabilite,” strikes 
me as somewhat ironic, given that the station’s programming is constantly changing. But 
for Haitians like Fabrice, who listen all day while they work (or wait to work), the 
description fits: he never needs to touch the dial, and at the same time knows exactly 
what he will hear. Work is not reliable for Fabrice—nor is the Haitian state for that 
matter—but the flow of different programs on Radio Venus is as reliable as the sun. 
Indeed, most of the radio listeners I meet praise the medium’s consistently variable 
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nature; if they wanted to hear the same thing all day they could get a stereo that takes a 
kat memwa—a memory card—and load it up with their favorite songs. Radio should keep 
changing; that’s part of what makes it radio.  
The notion of a single station serving all of the listeners’ needs stands in stark 
contrast with commercial radio in the United States, where market research has driven the 
rise of so-called “format stations” that target specific interest groups and demographics.86 
So while the American listener must seek out national news, sports coverage, top 40, 
oldies and easy listening on separate stations, the Haitian listener is offered all of these 
programs in one place, assuming he or she is content to hear them at the appointed times. 
Therefore, a primary effect of the variety format is to locate its content in time—konpa in 
the morning, news at noon—heightening the station’s sense of liveness, of always 
existing in the present moment. Additionally, the different forms of content become 
associated with each other, such that music—which is so often narrowly siloed and 
deliberately depoliticized in North American radio—sits comfortably alongside politics, 
religion, sports and other issues that occupy public life in Haiti. Radio Venus convenes 
all these elements in one place; it aspires to be a constant companion—even while 
sleeping—and to synchronize its programming with the rhythms of people’s lives.   
Taxi drivers are a good example of all-day radio listeners, so I’ll introduce a pair 
of them, beginning with a man named Flobert. We meet across the street from one of the 
city’s hospitals, where he stands in the shade of a concrete wall. Taxis often line up in 
 
86 Berland, p. 181. As Berland notes, major American television networks like NBC and CBS still feature a 
range of programming under a common brand, while radio stations are almost exclusively branded by 
their content—be it alternative rock, conservative talk, or Boston sports.   
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this spot around shift changes, so I make a habit of passing through each morning. 
Flobert has driven for five years, and owned his own car for three of them. It’s a faded 
blue Toyota with a University of Kentucky decal on the window and a pair of home 
stereo speakers rigged up behind the headrests of the rear seats. He drives from about six 
a.m. to six p.m., always with the radio on. I ask what station: Venus. Flobert especially 
likes the host of the afternoon evangelical program, and that the station carries VOA 
News, which he considers reputable. Driving all day, he tells me, the mix of 
programming keeps him engaged. We are mid-conversation when a group of women in 
scrubs step out of the hospital, leaving an overnight shift. Flobert leans off the wall, 
shouting: “Ale, ale!” One of them looks his way, non-committal, but Flobert leaps into 
the driver’s seat anyway and soon has a fare.  
Another day I meet a driver named Sam in the same spot; he’s heavy set, with 
shoulders bared in a Dallas Mavericks jersey. This time I’m looking for a ride, and it’s a 
bit later in the morning, so when Sam turns on the radio it’s blasting konpa. Shouting 
over the music, he tells me that the radio is medicine. Stress, fatigue, anger—radio makes 
all of that go away, he says, waving one hand towards the car window. It’s clearly 
working its magic today; Sam remains upbeat even as we creep through traffic caused by 
a pair of police officers checking permits—looking for a “little money,” he says, rubbing 
his thumb and forefingers in the universal gesture of bribery. When a song by his favorite 
band, Orchestre Tropicana, comes on, Sam turns the volume even higher, calling out to 
no one in particular: “Tropic dous!” By the end of our ride together, Sam has gone from 
drumming on the steering wheel to gyrating in his seat with both hands in the air. Despite 
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the lively display, I know that sometime in the next hour, the station’s content will 
shift—and Sam’s energy along with it—as morning turns to afternoon. I speak with a half 
dozen taxi drivers during my fieldwork in Cap Haïtien, and all echo Sam and Flobert’s 
affinity for radio. Some have favorite stations, some like to work the dial, but they all see 
it as a kind of companion, something that travels with them throughout the day.  
The strength of this bond between broadcast schedule and daily life is especially 
profound, when you consider that virtually all of the stations in Haiti employ some 
version of the variety format heard on Venus. To illustrate this fact in a concrete way, I 
conducted a series of ‘bandscans’—systematic reviews of the entire radio dial—in order 
to identify the different types of programming heard on stations in Cap Haïtien 
throughout the day. Figure 1.2 presents a portion of this data, showing 31 different 
stations, each assessed at three points during the same morning of December twelfth. I 
sort this content into four basic categories, mostly reflecting the language used by the 
staff at Venus to describe their own programming. “Light Music” is lyrically driven and 
moderate in tempo; it can include ballads, French chansons or Evangelical music, and at 
this time of year consists largely of Christmas songs. “Evangelical” means there is an 
element of preaching or bible reading, potentially mixed with music. While there are 
Catholic radio stations in Haiti, the majority of religious radio programming is in fact 
associated with the Evangelical movement, which is why I label it in this way. “Talk” can 
include sports, politics or cultural content discussed live in the studio, while a 
“Newscast” designates scripted and pre-recorded segments—possibly produced locally or 
rebroadcast from elsewhere, as is the case on Radio Venus. The “Konpa” category often 
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includes other popular dance genres such as reggae or mizik rasin, but the show is built 
on what Lolo describes as Haiti’s “national music”—konpa.87 The ubiquity of this genre 
on the airwaves is certainly reflective of widespread popularity, but also of its political 
palatability—since emerging in the days of the elder Duvalier, konpa has largely 
accommodated those in power, making it a safe choice for station owners and program 
directors.88 By the same token, it is worth noting the total absence in my programming 
taxonomy of Vodou music, as well as many contemporary music genres such as rap 
kreyòl and raboday—which can be considered socially or politically transgressive, and 
get little airplay on terrestrial radio. In Lolo’s opinion, rap and raboday are too niche for 
engaging a mass audience—he even refers to them as “imports” in contrast to the native 
and therefore universal konpa. As I will discuss later, these styles do get played in public, 
but almost always from personal mp3 players. Finally, “static” simply means the content 
was not clear (the fact that several signals improved over the course of the morning 
suggests that they were broadcasting at a lower wattage overnight), while “silence” 
means there is a station at that frequency, but it was not broadcasting at that time.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
87 Elie Jean Baptiste, personal communication, 12/7/2018   
88 Averill, A Day for the Hunter, A Day for the Prey: Popular Music and Power in Haiti, p. 177. 
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Figure 1.4: ‘Bandscan’ chart for Cap Haïtien stations, December 12, 2018 
 6:00 am 7:30 am 10:00am 
87.7 Evangelical  Evangelical Evangelical  
88.5 Talk Talk  Talk 
89.3 Evangelical Talk Evangelical 
89.9 Evangelical Light Music Konpa 
90.9 Talk Talk Konpa 
92.1 Newscast Talk Konpa 
93.1 Talk Talk Konpa 
93.9 Evangelical Light Music Reggae 
94.1 Light Music Light Music Konpa 
94.7 Static Static Konpa 
94.9 Light Music Light Music Konpa 
95.9 Talk Talk Talk 
96.7 Evangelical Light Music Konpa 
96.9  Light Music Talk Konpa 
97.3 Light Music Light Music Konpa 
97.7 Static Light Music Konpa 
98.1 Evangelical Talk Konpa 
98.5 Evangelical Talk Konpa 
98.9 Light Music Light Music Konpa 
100.5 Newscast Newscast Talk 
101.1 Silence Silence Silence 
101.3 Light Music Light Music Konpa 
101.5 Light Music Light Music Konpa 
101.9 Light Music Talk Konpa 
103.3 Talk Talk Talk 
104.3  Talk Talk Konpa 
104.7 Talk Talk Konpa 
105.1 Evangelical Light Music Konpa 
106.9 Light Music Light Music Konpa 
107.3 Talk Talk Talk 
107.9 Light Music Talk Konpa 
 
Two patterns stand out for me in this data. First, most of the stations serve up 
some combination of music, news and other cultural programming—what I am calling a 
variety format. There are notable exceptions, including evangelical stations like Radyo 
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Levanjil (89.3), and political stations like Radio Translation (100.5), but the vast majority 
do not limit themselves in this way. Second, there is a remarkable convergence on konpa 
music in the late morning—including on Radio Venus (104.3)—reflecting Simon and 
Lolo’s argument that this is the time of day when radio should ‘heat up’ to give listeners 
more energy. Accordingly, the 10 a.m. slot is also when the animators first appear on air. 
I did not collect data on animation for this survey, as it would have required listening to 
each station for an extended period, but many of the konpa programs in this last scan 
were in fact hosted, while none of the ‘light music’ programs had an animator. These 
coordinated shifts in programming are in fact audible in the city—as the stations cue up 
konpa playlists, and their broadcasts blast out of car windows and handheld receivers, 
music dominates the sound of the street, punctuated by the voice of the animator.  
 
Here I want to shift focus from station format to presentation style, and 
consequently, to narrow the scale of analysis from days and weeks, down to the level of 
the show, or even a single song. This is where the power of animation is on full display, 
especially in the hands of an experienced professional like Don Lolo. He started in radio 
at age sixteen, went on to study communications at a college in Gonaives—the next large 
city south of Cap Haïtien—and has been at Radio Venus now for over fifteen years.89 
Lolo, as several of the operators call him, is a constant presence at the station. He hosts 
Bamboche Compas in the mornings, seven days a week, but returns on weekend evenings 
for a special set of konpa live, and can often be found lolling about the studio in his off 
 
89 Elie Jean Baptiste, personal communication, 12/7/2018 
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hours, sometimes with one of his four children in tow. He’s extremely personable, with 
big dimples and an easy smile. In his own words, Lolo became an animator to help his 
country, to “let the people live” regardless of their situation. This social mission comes 
through in his broadcasts, which freely mix entertainment and social critique, sounding at 
times like a preacher at the pulpit and at times like the hype-man at a hip-hop concert.    
An essential skill of the animator is knowing how to balance music and 
commentary. Lolo must maintain a consistent presence, because his personality is what 
helps distinguish Bamboche Compas from the many similar programs that broadcast 
simultaneously, but he also needs to give the music room to breathe. In our 
conversations, he describes a calculated and deliberate approach to animation—for 
example, using instrumental sections to drive home a social message—but if Lolo is 
plotting out the two-hour show in advance, he certainly doesn’t show it. Often after 
introducing a song, he will slip out of the studio for some fresh air, or even come and sit 
with the operators and I in the control room. The music will play for a few minutes, and 
then suddenly, as if seized by a brilliant idea, he’ll go straight to the microphone and start 
to animate. He sits just to one side of the mic, turning his head to the left every time he 
wants to talk. Simon, who has been checking football scores or scrolling through 
Facebook, reads the cue and reaches one hand to the playback fader, then ducks the 
music as soon as Lolo starts to speak. When Lolo feels he’s said enough, he rises again 
from his seat and lets the music play. The whole process has a feeling of well-practiced 
spontaneity. Figure 1.3 shows a sonogram analysis for a single broadcast of Bamboche 
Compas, with the animation highlighted to show its rough frequency and distribution 
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across the two-hour slot. Music is colored yellow, music with animation is colored 
orange, and speech without music is colored red. The dark vertical lines show transitions 
between songs. 
Figure 1.5: A Sonogram analysis for Bamboche Compas, December 8th, 2018 
 
 The verbal commentary itself falls into a few basic categories: time telling, shout-
outs, monologues, artist information, and musical accents. Each are present in Lolo’s 
programs, but they carry different weight depending on whether it’s his weekday 
morning or weekend evening broadcast, so I’ll begin by outlining their usage during a 
typical morning show.90 The first category is so simple it’s easy to overlook, but in 
listening to Bamboche Compas, I can’t miss the fact that Lolo gives the time every 
chance he gets—reading the exact hour and minute from a large analog clock across the 
glass in the control room. It’s the first thing he says in the show diagrammed above, and 
continues to accompany every introduction and conclude every lecture. If time telling is 
Lolo’s most basic tool for locating his show in the present moment, then his next best 
tool is the shout-out, sometimes directed to his staff and guests in the studio (my first day 
 
90 The examples I give in this section are drawn primarily from two broadcasts, on December 7th and 10th, 
2018.  
 
0min              |10min              |20min              |30min              |40min             |50min              |60min              |70min             |80min              |90min              |100min       	
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at the station Simon wrote my name down on a pad, so that Lolo could remember it), but 
more commonly to businesses or professions that tend to listen to radio. Lolo’s favorites 
are taxi drivers and barbershops, both of which he makes a point of recognizing in every 
show. This simple act of dedikasyon locates the broadcast even more precisely in the 
lives of its followers. 
 Time updates and shout-outs can happen quickly over music; often added in the 
course of introducing a new song, so that his commentary ends right at the start of the 
first verse. But at several points during the broadcast (marked in red in the figure above), 
Lolo takes a minute to speak in the clear, without music. These monologues have an 
element of social lecture; for example, he cautions against phone addiction, and as the 
weekend approaches he will advise listeners: “If you’re going to drink then don’t drive, if 
you’re going to drive then don’t drink.” Sometimes the subject is even more expansive, 
addressing the nation’s economic inequality and need for accountability. “The state must 
take responsibility,” he says, pointing with one finger at no one in particular—although, 
sitting on the opposite side of the glass, his finger is straight at me—"We must envision 
another Haiti.” It has the feeling of a pep talk for the nation as it starts a new day, and 
then without hesitation Lolo pivots from measured and earnest to upbeat. He gives the 
time just as the beat drops on a Tabou Combo song, and the show is underway again with 
a shout of “Go Tabou go!” At first I find Lolo’s transition between social critic and music 
presenter quite jarring, most likely because music DJs in the US don’t work this way. 
They stay in their lane, leaving political commentary to the pundits. Lolo has no lane, so 
the music becomes bound up in his musings and fulminations of the day.  
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 An alternate type of lecture takes the music itself as a subject. Lolo prides himself 
on his ability to provide information on any band, and historical context for any song— 
especially when presenting new releases. Sometimes this context helps to link together 
the different songs in a broadcast. For example, during a song by NuLook, he starts 
calling out the band members by name throughout an extended instrumental passage. 
Once the song ends, Lolo goes deeper into the band’s roster, noting that a former member 
named Gazman is now enjoying great success as the leader of a new group called Disip. 
Ten minutes later he puts on a new song by Disip, called “It Doesn’t Matter.” He takes 
the opportunity to reference the band’s connection to NuLook, orienting his listeners to 
the constant re-shuffling of ensembles in the ‘HMI’—the Haitian music industry. At 
some point in the set, Lolo also makes a point of announcing upcoming concerts—with 
their time, location and price—highlighting billings (often two bands will pair up for 
larger shows) that he thinks are especially exciting. In Lolo’s opinion, anyone can get on 
the mic and shout “konpa!,” so it is the animator’s knowledge of industry news, musical 
history, and of course lyrics that really set the show apart. One of the taxi drivers I meet 
later tells me that a good animator is “like a journalist” who helps him “connect with the 
words (pawol) of the song.” I ask about Don Lolo specifically and the driver responds 
enthusiastically: “Li pale byen”—he talks well.  
 A final and rather broad form of vocal commentary, is what I term musical 
accents. These are less about delivering a message, and more about conveying energy. It 
could be a simple call of “mezanmi!”—a common exclamation of surprise, literally ‘my 
friends’—an emphatic wish of “bon weekend,” or just the word “Ayiti!” Lolo might 
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confirm the veracity of a lyric with a quick “li se vre,” or just celebrate the entire musical 
genre with a chant of “kenbe kenbe konpa!” What these interjections have in common is 
that they are deliberately rhythmic, and often interspersed with moments of singing along 
with the song itself. One of Lolo’s favorite tricks is to take a repeated refrain and start 
substituting in his own lyrics. For example, while animating the Vayb song “Nou Nan 
Lari’a” (‘We’re on the street’), Lolo starts riffing on what he might do on the street—like 
watch people, or visit friends—each time dropping his voice in over the lead singer’s 
line, then pulling back and letting the back-up chorus finish his sentence, “…nan lari’a.” 
This technique of layering and juxtaposing different forms of meaning can be understood 
within the broader practice of signifying, and therefore linked to a range of African-
American verbal forms that similarly embed communication in wordplay, parody or 
hyperbole.91 So much like “toasting” in Jamaican dancehall or DJ battles in the Bronx, 
musical animation is an opportunity for a (typically male) host to add his own interpretive 
gloss on top of an existing track, while at the same time displaying technical mastery of 
the form.92 As Lolo’s game of wordplay develops, he starts dropping in personal shout-
outs—‘I’m talking about Ian Coss…on the street’—keeping this up until the song begins 
to fade, and he breaks into a full-chested laugh. Then Lolo is back to business: “Good 
morning once again, Cap Haïtien; it’s Friday and I hope you will have a good weekend.” 
Lolo gives a quick nod to all the taxi and motorcycle drivers working out on the street 
 
91 Veit Erlmann, ‘Communities of Style: Musical Figures in Black Diasporic Identity’, in Identity and the 
Artist in Diasporic Communities, ed. by Thomas Turino and James Lea (Warren, MI: Harmonic Park Press, 
2004), p. 249. 
92 Mark Katz, p. 111. 
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today, then announces religious festivities taking place for the patron saints of nearby 
Hinche and La Petite Anse, and ends of course with the time—thirty minutes after ten 
o’clock—before leaning back to let Simon know it’s time to start the next song.  
Together, these verbal techniques of orientation, dedication, commentary and 
interjection give a sense of liveness to the music broadcast, whose raw materials—the 
actual songs—are in fact all pre-recorded, and often re-played day after day. While this 
“repetition” and “reproduction” of music amounted to a loss of life for Atalli and 
Benjamin (see Introduction), for Lolo it is the platform on which he creates life—“letting 
people live,” in his own words. Lolo takes familiar songs, some recorded decades ago 
and some recorded a thousand miles away, and brings them to here and now. This 
process is facilitated of course by the operators, who manage the entire broadcast 
schedule through a dynamic yet predictable cycle. And it’s realized by the listeners, who 
put the sound out in public space where others can absorb and respond to the radio’s 
shared presence. 
  
As I begin to comprehend this complete unit of animation, operation and 
reception, I inevitably yearn for an opportunity to observe all three at once, and in real 
time—the radio researcher’s holy grail, I would say. Amazingly, that opportunity 
presents itself as soon as Lolo’s Friday morning broadcast wraps up, and he steps out the 
studio door. I ask Lolo, dressed as usual in a bright polo, who exactly listens to his show. 
He responds by marching down the station’s two flights of stairs and out the front door, 
with Simon and myself trailing behind. At the end of the same block is a barbershop: La 
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Difference Salon De Coiffure. It occupies a prime spot on the corner of two busy streets, 
and with three broad entryways the shop feels like a public gathering space. Inside the 
room is high and square, ringed by chairs, mirrors and fans. At each chair, a barber—
maybe a dozen in all. Lolo, who is recognized immediately, announces that these are all 
listeners and I should feel free to talk with any of them.  
 
Figure 1.6: Ernst Beruovil shaves a customer at La Difference. Cap Haïtien, 2018.  
Photograph by the author. 
 
I meet several barbers that day, but I’ll introduce just two. There is Raymond 
Yves, short and slim in a narrow-brimmed fedora, his chair set up on the corner facing 
out to the street. He’s worked at the shop for ten years, and when I ask what he listens to, 
he says radio—specifically Radio Venus, and especially the konpa programs. Ernst 
Beruovil is two chairs down, younger and heavier set. He’s been at the shop for five 
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years, but again identifies as a regular radio listener. A good animator makes him think 
about what he’s hearing, says Ernst—for him, “radio is a challenge.” On this first visit, I 
see a single speaker cabinet set in the doorway, facing out to the street, but it’s silent at 
the moment and I have to wonder if Lolo is overselling himself. In my experience, radio 
hosts always inflate the size and loyalty of their audience, so I decide to return the 
following day, when Lolo hosts his Saturday evening show.  
 As I described previously, weekends on Radio Venus feature almost exclusively 
live konpa recordings, but in the evenings the station gets even more specific, playing 
recordings by just two bands. From four to six p.m. it’s all Orchestre Tropicana, and from 
six to eight p.m. it’s all Orchestre Septentrional. To understand this striking programming 
choice, it helps to know that these two bands are true local institutions—and rivals. Both 
are more than 50 years old; they have administrative offices, social organizations, annual 
holidays (celebrated on the anniversaries of their founding), and dedicated nightclubs. 
With their signature colors, emblems and flags, Tropic and Septen function more like 
sports franchises than bands—loyalties run deep, as do their line-ups and repertoires. On 
the studio laptop at Venus there is a folder labeled “TROPICANA ONLY,” which 
contains a sub-folder of “TROPICANA LIVES ONLY,” which then contains at least a 
dozen folders for different concerts, spanning several decades. Septen has its own 
extensive archive, including a designated folder of all Christmas songs. I ask Simon if 
many Haitians have music collections like this, and he shakes his head definitively—just 
the radio stations. I ask how many songs there are in total and he looks confused. “Anpil, 
anpil”—many many songs.  
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 Presenting a set of music by one of Cap Haïtien’s beloved icons requires a distinct 
mode of animation. The audience here knows the music already, so there’s no need to 
explain the lyrics or give background information on the artist. And given that the show 
is indented to help listeners cut loose, socio-political lectures and constant references to 
the date and time are not appropriate either. Instead, the animator focuses on personal 
dedications and musical accents. As the host of Konpa Granmoun, another throwback 
program, told me: the challenge is to “revive” (reviv) these songs that have been around 
for decades, and to do that, he has to make the listeners feel like it’s playing just for them. 
To see how this process of revitalization works in practice, I’ll present a short narrative of 
the evening—in and out of the studio. The first block, of all Tropicana music, is hosted 
by a guest animator named Alphonse. The Septen block is hosted by Don Lolo.  
 Alphonse is a lawyer by day, and he looks the part: tall and skinny in baggy dress 
clothes and glasses. His animation style is accordingly measured and organized. He has a 
notebook filled with song lists, and even brings a few burned CDs with specific 
Christmas tunes he’d like to use this evening. Alphonse begins with a holiday greeting, 
which he reads from his notebook, and then introduces the first song, “Viv Noel.” The 
show hits a bump early on, because this particular live recording has a false start, 
followed by a period of silence as the band sorts itself out. Alphonse has already left the 
room, so the evening operator Wilkenson simply triggers one station ID after the other 
until the bandleader in the recording calls out “solo,” and the drummer starts up a steady 
beat. In spite of this hic-up—and Alphonse’s rather sedate style—I can sense that the 
energy of the broadcast is heating up in a way that doesn’t happen in daytime programs. 
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Besides the primary operator Wilkenson; Louis, Simon, Lolo and another friend—a 
former animator at the station—have all gathered in the control room to sing and dance 
along. One of them starts working the studio phone, which is now ringing steadily. As 
calls come in, the operator writes down their names so that Alphonse, who is now 
standing and pantomiming guitar, can call them out over the radio. Another man I’ve 
never seen pokes his head into the studio door to request a birthday shout-out for a friend. 
Moments later it’s done. 
As I pass down the stairwell I hear a generator roaring on the ground floor, but 
once outside, I am surprised to hear the station’s signal at every turn. A store selling 
home electronics has set up a row of folding chairs in the street, and is blasting Radio 
Venus out of a pair of waist-high speakers. A few hours earlier spectators had gathered 
here to watch football—now, a group of men pass a bottle of liquor, clapping along with 
the music. At this hour, the street is a definitively male space; most of the women still out 
are in motion—packing goods and returning home. In fact, the owner of this electronics 
store, who I meet on a different day, is a middle-aged woman named Mary who splits her 
time between Miami and Au Cap. Like most women I speak with, her own radio listening 
is focused within the home—“it’s our culture,” she says when I ask about gendered 
listening dynamics more broadly—and she has already turned in on the night of the 
Tropicana broadcast. Outside the party continues to heat up. As if displaying his 
confidence in this space, one of the men passing the bottle suddenly takes a woman in his 
arms and starts swaying in the middle of the empty street, inspiring others to get up and 
dance to the radio concert. All around, stores are closing up in the gathering dusk—
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including the electronics store, whose attendant is moving TVs inside and winding up 
Christmas lights—but the radio set is the last piece of equipment left outside.  
Around the corner at La Difference the stereo is also tuned to Venus, and business 
hums in its vicinity, like insects swirling around a lamp at night. As usual the room is 
filled with men, save for a mother overseeing her son’s haircut, and a painting of the 
Virgin Mary hanging on the wall. Raymond is there in a fresh fedora—now also sporting 
a Messi jersey in honor of the day’s Barcelona match—with two customers lined up in 
his corner. A cell card vendor is perched on top of the stereo speaker itself; a man with 
two live chickens—their heads poking out of the bottom of plastic shopping bags—stops 
by and quickly exchanges some money with the barber Ernst, who plays some air guitar 
as the next customer takes his seat. When a new song starts several other barbers start to 
sing along as well, with one dancing his way out the side door to take a phone call. These 
impromptu performances are not for anyone in particular, yet in this environment they 
can be understood as both public and gendered displays of the self. Through their singing, 
dancing and miming, the barbers show their social mastery of the music just as Lolo is 
showing his own verbal mastery of that music. In fact, the same language of ‘hotness,’ 
(cho) that is used to describe the effect of animation, can also describe a man’s degree of 
sexual potency—in other words, his manliness.93 Over the course of the night, the 
animator and listeners do in fact ‘heat up’ in tandem, becoming livelier and more 
interactive. Yet much like Lolo in the studio, these men in the shop can also move easily 
 
93 R. Bastien, ‘Haitian Rural Family Organization’, Social Econ., 10 (1961), 478–510 (p. 498). 
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between engaging with the music in visible and audible ways, and then leaving it to play 
on in the background as they focus on their work.  
Back at the station, the control room is still packed, and now totally dark as well. 
It’s lit only by a single bulb in the neighboring studio, whose harsh light spills through 
the glass pane dividing the two rooms. There are more birthday wishes, and as the song 
ends Alphonse comes to the mic panting as if he’s been dancing this whole time, but he’s 
still seated calmly, simply channeling the energy of a live show. As the end of the 
Tropicana program approaches at six p.m., he organizes his notes and CDs in a neat pile, 
checking his watch periodically. It takes a series of hand gestures across the glass to 
coordinate the actual end of the show—flat palm for ‘hold on,’ rising hand for ‘go ahead 
and talk’—but once his broadcast is complete, Alphonse heads straight for the door, 
pausing only for a few enthusiastic handshakes from the staff. A series of promo spots 
starts to run, and Lolo takes his place in the studio. There’s no hesitation now; everyone 
seems to know it’s showtime.   
Lolo opens with his usual acknowledgment of the station staff, but this time 
filtered through the show’s theme of all things Orchestre Septentrional. He declares: 
“Septen doesn’t just respect the animator; Septen respects the operator too, because they 
can only make the show together.” This leads to a brief call for respect of all people, no 
matter their station—a value modeled by the band itself. Then the music begins, which to 
the outside ear might sound like a continuation of what we’ve heard all night—Latin 
percussion, big horn section, call and response choruses—but to the local ear it is as 
distinct as blue and yellow, the two bands’ signature colors. Lolo greets specific listeners, 
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much as Alphonse did, but he works off of WhatsApp and Facebook rather than a 
landline and notebook. We learn that Gerald is celebrating a birthday today, just as Claire 
and Alex are marking their anniversary—Lolo even records this shout out on his phone 
and texts it directly to the couple, just to make sure they get the message. When the 
phone then rings, instead of picking it up Lolo silences the call and responds by radio: 
“Sorry, I can’t talk now!” An hour into the show Lolo pulls up a schedule of Septen’s end 
of year concerts—a promo image, complete with the whole band in Santa hats. As it turns 
out, Septen is playing almost every day in December, including in Cap Haïtien on 
Christmas Day. So Lolo goes ahead and announces every single show—in the US, 
Canada and Haiti, even the ones that have already happened—reading them one by one 
from his phone, with all their accompanying details. It’s not about giving practical 
information at this point; it’s about championing the artist of the hour.  
Outside the air is now thick with smoke from burning trash. At the barbershop, 
the phone vendor is taking advantage of a quiet minute to study from a language 
dictionary, reading by the light that spills out the door. About half of the barbers are left, 
and Raymond says he’ll stay as long as there are customers, usually till nine o’clock. 
Septen is Raymond’s band of choice, and he looks full of energy as he secures a cape 
around the neck of his next customer. Clippers in his right hand, Raymond holds a stiff 
brush in his left—clutched between his index and middle fingers, braced by his thumb—
so he can immediately brush away loose hairs and insure that the customer finishes clean. 
After one pass the hair looks perfectly trimmed to me, but Raymond keeps running the 
clippers again and again at different angles. Finally satisfied, he pulls a fresh straight 
  
102 
razor from a pack on his shelf and goes about tidying edges, flicking the blade with his 
thumb after each trim. There’s no swaying with the beat for this part of the job. Ernst 
meanwhile is singing along with hands in the air; one of the other remaining barbers is 
perched sideways in his stool, feet in the air and a bottle of Barbancourt in one hand. At 
that moment, Lolo gives a special shout-out to the city’s barbershops, and even mentions 
La Difference by name. There’s no special response in the shop; it’s all part of the 
routine. A few minutes later Ernst unplugs the fan over his chair and heads swiftly for the 
door. I ask what he’s doing tonight and he mimes holding a baby; then he’s out the door 
and onto the back of a waiting motorcycle.  
I head back upstairs to the studio to watch the end of the show. When I arrive, 
Lolo is urging caution for the weekend, again reminding listeners about the dangers of 
drinking and driving. Meanwhile, bottles of Prestige beer have piled up around the 
broadcast desk, and the atmosphere is loose. A movie is playing on a second laptop, and 
the three operators are sharing memes they’ve come across on social media, the studio 
monitors still turned up to the breaking point. It seems that the team at Venus have to 
party themselves in order to help others party, but in any case, the energy is real. Lolo 
appears in the control room, singing in a full-throated voice right over my shoulder. The 
words are passionate, something like: ‘If the children don’t have food, how can they learn 
in school?’ Even on Saturday night, it seems—even while partying—Haiti’s struggles 
must be voiced.  
For the show’s finale, Lolo gives his cell number over the air and invites listeners 
to call in for a quiz. The phone immediately starts to ring, and Lolo holds it up to the mic 
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so he can ask each caller a question and then broadcast the response. Where did Septen 
play last night? Who is the current director of Septen? How many songs are on their last 
album? Can you name three Septen concerts you’ve been to? If the listener answers 
correctly, they give Lolo their own phone number and he will send them a credit, but 
more often than not Lolo stumps them. The calls come in from around the Northern 
Department—Limonade, Limbe, La Petite Anse—and they continue constantly for 
fifteen minutes, until Lolo finally calls an end to the quiz. He passes the notepad with the 
winners’ numbers to the operators, who then write down their own numbers—everybody 
at Venus wins tonight. At 8:30 Lolo finally signs off, thanking the listeners once again 
for calling in and the staff for making it happen—“Until next Saturday!”  
It’s late when we head out of the studio, leaving Louis alone to run the overnight 
shift, so Simon offers to walk me home. At this hour, we can stroll down the middle of 
the street side by side, the city’s elaborate facades cast in silhouette by the occasional 
streetlight. There are just occasional clusters of people gathered around a stereo, or at the 
stoop of a bar. As we head up the hill towards my place, Simon cocks his head and 
gestures across the street. I turn just in time to catch the station ID—“W’ap koute Radio 
Tele Venus”—coming out of a barbershop. They’re still listening. 
 
This opening chapter presents Radio Venus and its Au Cap environs as an 
illustration of how terrestrial radio functions in Haiti—how it tracks the hours of the day 
and engages with listeners, how it lives out in the world rather than just inside a control 
room or a pair of headphones. I focus on moments and spaces where this liveness is most 
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evident—the animateur greeting his audience at the start of a Tuesday morning 
broadcast, and the barber dancing to konpa music as he finishes with the last Saturday 
night customer—to give a textured sense of what this liveness feels and sounds like in 
practice. It is a necessary point of departure for the chapters that follow, but in beginning 
this way I also run the risk of depicting Cap Haïtien and its mediascape as lost to time. 
Cell phones, laptops, mp3 players, SD cards and USB drives appear only fleetingly in my 
account, but in truth these digital devices generate as much music here as the radio 
receivers—perhaps more. The city’s motos—generally younger than the taxi drivers—
hardly listen to radio at all; instead they wire portable mp3 players up to makeshift 
speaker systems that pump out rap kreyòl, raboday, and other contemporary genres that 
get little airtime on the major stations. Block phones, flip phones, smart phones; they are 
piled high in sales displays, tucked into the pockets of school uniforms, and thumbed 
over by idle women in the market. And if you talk to the electronics vendors themselves, 
they will tell you that the cell phone—which proliferated in Haiti beginning around 
2006—is probably the first communications technology to truly eclipse radio in its 
ubiquity and reach, at least in urban areas.  
The spread of digital devices, however, does not erase the legacy of radio or the 
experiences it facilitates. In fact, that legacy is visible in the very devices that have begun 
to challenge terrestrial radio’s preeminence. Virtually all cell phones sold in Haiti have an 
FM receiver built in, a simple feature that is amazingly unavailable on many high-end 
smartphones, including the iPhone. At the same time, many of the small battery-powered 
radio sets for sale are also equipped with a USB port and kat memwa for storing mp3 
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files, showing how these different modes of music listening overlap in time, place, device 
and even discourse. It’s common for a street vendor to respond to my usual queries by 
saying, ‘Yes, of course I’m listening to the radio,’ and then hold up a compact unit that is 
in fact playing a pre-loaded playlist. The limited memory of these devices (sometimes 
just a dozen or so songs) means that they can’t hold any kind of comprehensive library—
it’s not the “1000 Songs in Your Pocket” that Steve Jobs offered with the original 
iPod94—so much like a radio broadcast, the vendor just listens to what’s there, letting the 
songs fill the street and facilitate the flow of commerce. In these brief exchanges, radio is 
rarely if ever discussed as a technology—nor even as a mode of broadcasting—it is 
simply an activity, a way to pass the time. 
One day at the station, Don Lolo is playing around with one of these hybrid radios 
sets. It’s basically a cube just small enough to grip in his palm, with one side taken up by 
a single speaker that lights up different colors as it plays. Like all the new radios, it has 
several settings—USB “jump,” Bluetooth, FM radio—each illustrated with an icon on the 
top face. The FM signal, however, is not coming in clearly, so he tries plugging a spare 
USB cable into the port. With the extra length of wire now serving as an antenna, the 
reception is crystal clear, and it makes for a striking image: Lolo standing out on the roof 
deck, holding a USB cable up to the sky, searching for a radio signal. In much the same 
way, subsequent chapters will seek out radio signals as they course through digital 
platforms and devices. And within these signals, I will continue to listen for liveness, 
 
94 From the original presentation of the iPod on October 23rd, 2001. Watch the presentation at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6SUJNspeux8 
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understood as a cultural practice for sharing and experiencing media—one that is tied to 
the technical properties of terrestrial radio, but extends much farther. 
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CHAPTER TWO: Building a Brand 
 
 The first time I heard mention of Carel Pedre, he was described to me as the 
“Ryan Seacrest of Haiti,” referencing the longtime host of American Idol. The 
comparison actually has some merit. Both men got their start on the terrestrial radio—
first working in secondary media markets (Atlanta/Port-de-Paix), before relocating to 
national media hubs (LA/Port-au-Prince). Both have hosted national talent competitions 
and major festivals, all the while building their personalities into powerful brands that 
span platforms—television, events, social media—and reach global audiences. A key 
difference, however, is that Seacrest’s radio roots are forgotten to many of his television 
viewers, while no matter how far Carel’s media ventures have extended, and how much 
his online audience has grown, he has always kept his feet firmly in the radio studio. 
Every weekday morning, Carel Pedre pulls on a plain t-shirt and sneakers, and descends 
from the hills around Port-au-Prince in time for his eight a.m. slot on 90.1 FM, Radio 
One. The program is called Chokarella—literally, ‘The Carel Show.’  
Inside the studio, Radio One looks nothing like Radio Venus—or most stations in 
Haiti for that matter. There is no soundproofing or sealed control room; the space is open 
and uncluttered, with solid colors on two walls and solid glass on the other two. It’s 
designed as much for visuals as it is for sound, and rather than a typical operator, Carel is 
accompanied in the studio by a pair of producers armed with iPhones and DSLR cameras. 
As soon as the broadcast goes live on the air, Carel cues up a playlist on his laptop, but 
doesn’t touch the fader or lean into his mic. That is because the show doesn’t really begin 
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until his first guest arrives—that’s when the show goes live online, and Carel greets his 
full audience. Once Carel told me that if the internet is not working, he’ll just let the 
music run and won’t bother doing the show at all. What’s the point, if people can only 
hear it on the radio? 
 Chapter Two considers the Haitian radio studio as a site of media innovation and 
global connectivity. Why after all, does Carel still make his home here, at a radio station, 
even as FM transmission has become a secondary outlet for his show? And more 
importantly: what does his presence in this studio say about radio as a media institution in 
Haiti—its cultural relevance and technical flexibility? I argue that as a historic hub of 
creativity and communication, the radio studio and its customs now shape the use digital 
media in Haiti. At the same time, because radio here has for decades flowed across the 
boundaries of nations, formats and technologies; as a cultural practice it is highly 
adaptable. Radio can come from anywhere, go anywhere, move through any channel, and 
yet remain ‘radio.’ Likewise, Carel can explore any platform and use any technology, yet 
remain in the mind of the public, a ‘radio host.’1 I focus on the story of Carel Pedre in 
part because he is exceptional. A self-described technophile, Carel employs the latest 
Apple watch, iPhone, iPad, and MacBook—often all at once as he engages his four 
hundred and twenty thousand followers on social media. Yet these tools and strategies are 
far from unique, making Carel’s case an illustrative one for Haiti in general. Throughout 
 
1 For example: http://kreyolicious.com/interview-haitis-radio-king-carel-pedre-flexes-his-airwave-
muscles/5941, Accessed 8/30/2018 
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the capital and provinces, media producers are bringing their own studios online, and by 
the same token, bringing the culture and conventions of terrestrial radio onto the internet.  
 The second time I heard mention of Carel Pedre, it was at my local bank in 
Boston. I had gone to pick up a new credit card in preparation for a trip to Haiti, and the 
clerk as it turned out was born in Port-au-Prince. I asked if he liked radio and without 
hesitation, the young man with trim hair and a crisp blue shirt said he listened to 
Chokarella whenever he could. This encounter highlights a key element in the use of 
digital platforms: Facebook, SoundCloud and TuneIn allow broadcasters to reach 
listeners throughout Haiti’s extensive diaspora. The ubiquity of these platforms today 
means that even on the country’s terrestrial airwaves, it’s common to hear shout-outs to 
fans in Miami and Montreal, or ads targeted at emigres looking to send money or buy 
land. But to understand this transnational media network—rooted in radio, but 
transmitted online—it is essential to understand the transnational legacy of radio itself in 
Haiti. Long before the internet, radio was a means for reaching across oceans, uniting 
communities, and negotiating cultural differences. This history will inform my 
ethnographic study of Carel and his audience during the annual high tide of Haitian 
music: Carnival.  
 
Haitian Radio in Transnational Perspective 
In the early 1990s—around the time Haitian president Jean-Bertrand Aristide 
declared that Haitian emigres around the world made up the country’s ‘10th 
Department’—scholars from a range of disciplines were in the midst of their own 
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“transnational moment.”2 For a little historical context, this period saw the end of the 
Cold War and the founding the European Union; the birth of the Internet, the signing of 
NAFTA and the creation of the World Trade Organization. As with Haiti, emigrants from 
the Philippines and other nations were being actively drawn back into the national fold, 
blurring the boundaries of the nation itself.3 Globalization, post-nationalism, global 
capitalism and outsourcing were buzzwords of the day—ways of describing economic 
relationships in a world where national boundaries didn’t seem quite as firm as they once 
were.4 Transnationalism became part of this same vocabulary, and the debates 
surrounding this term will inform my own account of Haitian radio as a fundamentally 
transnational phenomenon. 
Even as the transnational moment transformed understandings of culture, 
migration and economies, there is real doubt as to whether this period similarly 
transformed the actual dynamics of culture, migration and economies. As many scholars 
argue, transnationalism is not a new phenomenon; old ways of nationalist thinking simply 
didn’t make it visible.5 For example, Michel Laguerre documents a long history of 
Haitian transnationalism based on the circulation of physical currency, letters, gifts, and 
 
2 Khachig Tololyan, ‘The Nation-State and Its Others: In Lieu of a Preface’, Diaspora: A Journal of 
Transnational Studies, 1.1 (1991), 4. 
3 Nina Glick-Schiller, Linda Basch, and Cristina Szanton, ‘From Immigrant to Transmigrant: Theorizing 
Transnational Migration’, Anthropological Quarterly, 68.1 (1995), 58. 
4 Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur, Theorizing Diaspora: A Reader (Malden, MA : Blackwell Pub., 
2003), 10. 
5 Glick-Schiller, Basch, and Szanton, p. 51; Peggy Levitt and B. Nadya Jaworsky, ‘Transnational Migration 
Studies: Past Developments and Future Trends’, Annual Review of Sociology, 33.1 (2007), 129–56 (p. 133); 
A good example of this view is in Rogers Brubaker, ‘The “Diaspora” Diaspora’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 
28.1 (2005), 1–19 (p. 9). 
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oral communication.6 Lisa Lowe tells a similar story in her book, The Intimacies of Four 
Continents, which depicts a truly globalized world long before the word “globalization” 
ever appeared in print.7 And taking this logic even further, Colin Palmer looks back over 
100,000 years for the beginnings of the African diaspora—as long as there have been 
people, it seems, there have been those whose experiences and material worlds bridged 
geographic divides.8 
The opposite argument of course, is that increased economic integration and new 
technologies (especially in communications and transportation) have in fact changed the 
way people move and interact across political borders in substantial ways. In Diasporas 
in the New Media Age, Alonso and Oriazabal describe computer-based technologies as a 
“new dimension” in migration studies, and argue that such technologies do more than 
simply connect existing communities—they constitute new ones.9 There have been 
significant political and economic changes in recent decades that also suggest the 
emergence of a new era of transnationalism. For example, the extent to which countries 
such as Haiti are both economically dependent on remittances, and formally inclusive of 
their emigrants, is a novel feature of the late twentieth century.10 There is no right answer 
in this debate of newness—it is largely a matter of emphasis—and electronic media 
present an interesting case study, because the spread of digital technology was in fact one 
 
6 Michel Laguerre, Diasporic Citizenship: Haitian Americans in Transnational America (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1998), pp. 55–57. 
7 Lisa Lowe, The Intimacies of the Four Continents (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015). 
8 Colin Palmer, ‘The African Diaspora’, The Black Scholar, 30.3/4 (2000), 56–59 (p. 56). 
9 Alonso and Oiarzabal, p. ix. 
10 Levitt and Jaworsky, p. 133. As Karen Richman argues in Migration and Vodou, the Haitian economy 
now exists in the world system primarily as an exporter of human labor.  
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of the most transformative developments taking place across the 1990s. Of all the 
examples I’ve invoked, this is one in which the rupture narrative does seem to fit. But as I 
will argue here, transnational broadcasting, much like transnational migration, is not a 
new phenomenon. In fact, Carel Pedre and other 21st century broadcasters are continuing 
a long tradition of sending and receiving signals from lot bo dlo—'the other side of the 
water’—beginning with the very first radio set to broadcast on Haitian soil. I will argue 
that this legacy of transnational broadcasting underlies an expansive understanding of 
where radio can go today, and also how it gets there.  
 
In January of 1915 Admiral Caperton paced the deck of the USS Washington, 
which at that time was posted offshore of Port-au-Prince, Haiti. He was eager for current 
intelligence from his contacts on the ground, and so, he writes: “I mounted a field radio 
set at the American legation for purposes of communication.”11 Six months later, as a 
political crisis escalated inside the Haitian capital, Caperton sent another radio set 
ashore—this one accompanied by an armed escort. And just a few weeks after that radio 
set powered up, the marines arrived in force, initiating a nineteen-year occupation that 
would have a lasting impact on Haitian culture and society. Radio was one piece of that 
impact, although it would be another ten years until the American forces established a 
 
11 Inquiry into Occupation and Administration of Haiti and Santo Domingo: Hearings before a Select 
Committee on Haiti and Santo Domingo, United States Senate, Sixty-Seventh Congress, First and Second 
Sessions. Pursuant to S. Res. 112 Authorizing a Special Committee to Inquire into the Occupation and the 
Administration of the Territories of the Republic of Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Vols. 1 and 2. 
Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1922. p.307. 
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permanent radio station on the island—ten years in which the airwaves of the Caribbean 
first began to buzz with activity.   
The string of islands between the Gulf of Mexico and the tip of Venezuela had for 
centuries been a site of global encounter and exchange. They’ve been called a 
“crossroads” or “crucible” by many, described in terms of “currents” and “counterpoint” 
by others—and in the early 20th century the Caribbean became further linked to the wider 
world by wires and ‘the wireless.’12 In 1916 Havana had more telephones per capita than 
Madrid; by 1921 the city was linked directly to Florida by way of underwater cables, and 
by 1922 it hosted a sister station to the New York-based WEAF.13 Kingston, Jamaica 
meanwhile, was home to amateur station VP5PZ, from which Johnny Grinan set records 
for long distance transmission. In one legendary feat, Grinan relayed a blow by blow 
broadcast of the 1928 heavy weight title fight in New York all the way to the challenger’s 
hometown of Gisborne, New Zealand, seven thousand miles away.14 A key theme in 
these early developments—which holds in the case of Haiti as well—is that radio was not 
deployed as a means of local or even regional communication, but as a tool of long 
distance and international communication. Operators in Cuba sought out signals from 
KDKA in Pittsburgh, much as listeners in the eastern United States tuned in to PWX in 
 
12 Respectively: Brenda Dixon Gottschild, ‘Crossroads, Continuities, and Contradictions’, in Caribbean 
Dance from Abakua to Zouk: How Movement Shapes Identity, ed. by Susanna Sloat (Gainesville: University 
of Florida Press, 2002), pp. 3–11; The Culture of Gender and Sexuality in the Caribbean, ed. by Linden 
Lewis (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2003); Peter Manuel, Caribbean Currents: Caribbean Music 
from Rumba to Reggae (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006); Fernando Ortiz, Cuban 
Counterpoint: Tobacco and Sugar (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995). 
13 Alejandra Bronfman, Isles of Noise: Sonic Media in the Caribbean (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2016), p. 46. 
14 https://www.radioclubofamerica.org/rca-history/1922-1934-the-club-matures/ Accessed 8/21/2018 
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Havana. Meanwhile, the general public of Haiti and other Caribbean islands had little to 
no engagement with these broadcasts, which for the most part passed unnoticed in the 
ether.  
In 1926 two American officials established Haiti’s first radio station, HHK, 
overlooking the sweeping Champs de Mars plaza in central Port-au-Prince. Although 
weekly “Musique du Palais” segments proved popular, the station’s primary mission was 
to educate Haitian farmers—undertaken in colloquial Creole, but with a patronizing and 
pedantic tone.15 Not surprisingly, these broadcasts did not prove popular, and HHK soon 
pivoted its programming toward classical music and interviews intended for an elite or 
international audience.16 US officials met even less success when, in 1930, they installed 
radio loudspeakers in agricultural schools around the country, with students in the 
southern city of Les Cayes even launching a general strike against the unwelcome 
intrusion.17 It was not until the late 1930s and into the 1940s that private radio stations 
begin to proliferate in the country—stations that featured local voices and responded to 
public tastes. Notable among these was HH3W, founded in 1935 by an amateur radio 
operator and German-Swiss immigrant named Ricardo Widmaïer. The staff of HH3W 
actively sought out local artists to feature on the air, and the station subsequently 
“developed a reputation as a performers’ hangout.”18 As this first decade of Haitian 
broadcasting demonstrates, the production side of radio was thoroughly enmeshed in 
 
15 New York Times, January 16, 1927, see also Averill 1997, p. 41. 
16 Bronfman, p. 70. 
17 Bronfman, p. 71. 
18 Averill, A Day for the Hunter, A Day for the Prey: Popular Music and Power in Haiti, p. 51. 
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international networks through imperialism and immigration. At the same time, however, 
Haitian listeners were themselves transnational actors.  
In the mid-twentieth century, local radio offerings were still limited enough that 
many wireless sets in Haiti were tuned to international signals, with great consequences 
for Haitian music. As Gage Averill argues, it was Cuban radio broadcasts that helped to 
popularize the guitar-driven sound of twoubadou music, and the ubiquitous sounds of 
Dominican radio that helped impress the feel of Cibaeño-style merengue on many young 
Haitian musicians.19 This practice of long-distance listening has persisted for decades—
picking up Mexican ranchera and Jamaican reggae—and it frequently comes up in 
conversation when I ask Haitians about their early memories of radio.20 For example, I 
spoke with a broadcaster named Renel Tarte, who recalled growing up in the countryside 
of southern Haiti in the 1970s. His father had a little radio up on a shelf—which Renel 
was forbidden from touching—and that radio played almost entirely English and Spanish 
music. Sometimes the signal from their local station wouldn’t even come in clearly, but 
living in the south, the signals from Kingston and Santo Domingo were always there.21 
Other broadcasters have told me that even today, when they tune the dial at night 
sometimes they will pick up stations from the DR and Cuba.22 Now as before, radio in 
the Caribbean does not abide by the contours of national boundaries.  
 
19 Averill, A Day for the Hunter, A Day for the Prey: Popular Music and Power in Haiti, p. 78. 
20 Personal communication with Lionel Legros 8/13/15, Renel Tarte May 2016, Patrick DeLandsheer 
8/22/2016. 
21 Renel Tarte, personal communication, May 2016 
22 Patrick DeLandsheer, personal communication, 8/22/2016. 
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The cruel and ruinous reign of the Duvalier family—from 1957 to 1989—
prompted the growth of a new transnational strain in Haitian radio, as hundreds of 
thousands fled the country for the United States and elsewhere—many settling in New 
York City. The story of Haitian-American radio will be treated in detail in Chapter Three, 
and so here I will present only a brief history of this period, in which domestic 
broadcasting was severely curtailed and many prominent broadcasters themselves went 
into exile. But even as the Duvaliers exerted their expansive powers on the airwaves, 
radio was still a site of transnational influence. During the early years of “Papa Doc’s” 
rule, a Cuban radio operator had the nerve to launch a secret station across the street from 
the National Palace, where he openly criticized the government as the police searched 
unsuccessfully for the signal’s source.23 In his book For Whom the Dogs Spy, the 
Haitian-American journalist Raymond Joseph describes how he helped to create another 
anti-Duvalier station based in New York City, using a short-wave frequency that could be 
picked up fifteen hundred miles away in Haiti. The broadcasts started innocuously, 
discussing characters from children’s fables rather than mentioning Duvalier by name. 
Later as its political message grew more pointed, the station became known as “Radio 
Vonvon”—after the word for a buzzing black insect—and Francois Duvalier reportedly 
grew furious. The dictator sent a request to the US State Department demanding that the 
station be shut down, then contacted Joseph directly to offer a bribe, and eventually 
 
23 Dubois, p. 327. 
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dispatched an assassin to kill him—all three attempts failed, and the broadcasts 
continued.24  
Radio Vonvon began its buzzing in the mid-1960s, at the same moment that small 
transistor radios were becoming widely accessible in Haiti. Besides Vonvon, listeners 
could also tune into Radio Havana and Radio Moscow, both of which featured regular 
Creole broadcasts by Haitian exiles critical of the regime. Stations operating within Haiti 
had to be more careful, although pressure from the Carter administration did lead to the 
easing of government censorship and a burst of popular radio programming in the late 
1970s.25 Despite this temporary easing, the dominant narratives of the regime’s latter 
years are those of control and resistance: battery-powered wireless sets hidden under 
mattresses, and daring stations burned to the ground. Ricot Dupuy, who now runs one of 
New York City’s most established Haitian stations, describes the ultimate fall of the 
younger Duvalier as the “Transistor Revolution”—in Dupuy’s words: “the utilization of 
radio waves as a means to transform politics and to fight the dictatorship.”26 By the time 
this revolution was realized, long-distance listening as a form of both political and 
musical exchange, was enmeshed in the practice of Haitian radio. 
It was not until the turn of the new century that the Haitian airwaves returned to 
full strength and many broadcasters began returning from exile. Patrick DeLandsheer is a 
case in point. He helped found Radio Casique in 1961 and stayed through the Duvalier 
 
24 Raymond Joseph, For Whom the Dogs Spy: Haiti: From the Duvalier Dictatorships to the Earthquake, 
Four Presidents, and Beyond. (New York, NY: Arcade Publishing, 2014). See also New York Times, “Duvalier 
Bids U.S. Bars a Broadcast: Daily Program Beamed by Private Station Protested,” September 2, 1965. 
25 Nicholls, p. xiii. Also personal communication with Wilber Thibaud, 8/9/16. 
26 Ricot Dupuy, personal communication, 8/13/2015. 
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years, but fled when the station was destroyed in 1991 during a coup that ousted the 
country’s new popularly-elected leader. DeLandsheer would live in Miami for over 
twenty years, working as a social worker and volunteering at a local station, but now is 
back in Haiti and broadcasting once more.27 Ed Lozama, who at the time of my fieldwork 
occupied the morning slot at Radio One just before Chokarella, followed a similar path 
out of and back to Haiti.28 Their stories—which are far from unique—represent an 
ongoing circuit of international exchange in the radio industry. And their experiences also 
highlight how much has changed in the years they remained overseas.  
In the early 1990s, virtually all the stations in Port-au-Prince switched from AM 
to FM. Radio Metropole, now run by the grandson of HHW3 founder Ricardo Widmaïer, 
was one of the first to make the transition. The younger Widmaïer described to me how 
all the other stations followed suit after the coup of 1991, as electricity became unreliable 
(FM transmitters use a fraction of the power that AM requires).29 DeLandsheer 
meanwhile, laments the fact that he still owns a set of AM crystal transmitters, yet no 
radio technicians in Haiti even work with that technology any more. The early 2000s also 
saw the explosion of the evangelical movement in Haiti— especially following the 2010 
earthquake that devastated much of Port-au-Prince—with the megachurch Tele Shalom 
now running over a dozen radio stations around the country. These stations tap into yet 
another international network, seeking direct funding from listeners and church 
foundations abroad. When I visited Shalom a series of screens around the amphitheater-
 
27 Patrick DeLandsheer, personal communication, 8/22/2016. 
28 Ed Lozama, personal communication, 8/11/2016. 
29 Richard Widmaïer, personal communication, 8/23/2016. 
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shaped church displayed a running ticker of donation numbers, and one started with 
(617)—my home area code in Boston.  
But by far the most significant change in the 21st century radio landscape is the 
use of digital technology and the internet. In studios I’ve visited around the country, old 
tape decks and turntables sit quiet, while a laptop cues up songs on Windows Media 
Player or YouTube. On the walls, sheets of paper list the stations’ ‘call-to-listen’ numbers 
in the US and other countries—printed in large font so the hosts can read them out over 
the air. If you dial one of these numbers you hear a live stream of the station—uploaded 
directly from the studio by internet connection—which plays until you hang up the call. 
George Cernat, the Chief Marketing Officer of the largest call-to-listen service, 
AudioNow, told me that at the time of the 2010 earthquake they did not host a single 
Haitian station on their platform. That one event spurred so much demand for information 
in the diaspora that the company offered to let stations in the country use its services for 
free, and today the Haitian market is consistently one of their top three—remarkable 
given Haiti’s relatively small population.30  
The other ubiquitous digital radio service is TuneIn, which currently hosts at least 
sixty active streams from Port-au-Prince alone (more than could possibly be licensed on 
the FM dial as it’s regulated in Haiti), and forty-five from the northern province of Port-
de-Paix.31 When I visited CONATEL (Conseil National Des Telecommunications), the 
state agency that regulates all radio stations in Haiti, the Director General Jean Marie 
 
30 George Cernat, personal communication, 7/20/2016 
31 Figures from TuneIn website: https://tunein.com/radio/Haiti-r101248/ Accessed 8/22/18 
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Altema immediately pulled out his own smartphone and showed me his TuneIn app—
where his favorites included the news giant Radio Caraibes and the religious station 
Radio Lumière. From his immaculate office in the city center, we could see up the 
hillside, a cluster of transmitter towers vying for a prime spot over the capital. Earlier, 
Richard Widmaïer at Radio Metropole had told me that due to electricity problems many 
of those towers—including his own—only push out one thousand or even a few hundred 
watts of power (for comparison, many large stations in the US broadcast at tens or even 
hundreds of thousands of watts), drawing the broadcast range closer into the city. Online, 
however, those same signals have no limit to their range, and require only enough 
electricity to power a laptop or charge a phone.  
On the reception side, internet penetration in Haiti is growing, but remains 
relatively low for the region—about twelve percent, according to the International 
Telecommunications Union, up from eight percent in 2010.32 And even though cell 
phones are now ubiquitous throughout the country, only one third of those are 
smartphones capable of streaming digital audio or accessing social media (although as I 
discussed in Chapter One, virtually all of those phones function as FM radio receivers).33 
This means that as a potential audience for digital media, the roughly one million ethnic 
Haitians living abroad—almost all of whom have some form of internet access—in fact 
rival the size of Haiti itself. This is the environment in which Carel Pedre launched 
Chokarella from the studio at Radio One, and built it into an international media brand. 
 
32 Haiti Profile ( Latest Data Available : 2018 ), 2018 <https://www.itu.in>. 
33 GSM Association, The Mobile Economy: Latin America and the Caribbean 2018, GSMA Intelligence, 
2018. This same report does predict a steep increase in smartphone adoption, to as high as 67% by 2025 
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It’s an environment in which listeners and broadcasters alike are accustomed to media 
that travel across national borders and across technological platforms. Just as importantly, 
it’s an environment in which the most viable market waiting to be served, was nowhere 
near the studio itself.  
In a way, this blurring of technological and national borders forms a self-
reinforcing unit, because many (specifically analog) media are regulated at the national 
level, and therefore problematic for transnational lifestyles. The phone is a good example. 
If your work and social lives are contained within a single country, simple cell networks 
and even landlines are a practical medium of communication. If your life spans nations, 
however, it’s far more practical to use a digital calling platform such as WhatsApp—
widely popular among Haitians and Haitian-Americans alike. A transnational lifestyle 
therefore facilitates the disassociation of medium (phone call) and technology (cell 
networks)—a misleading linkage that is deeply ingrained in North American media 
culture, where “media are frequently identified as or with technologies.”34 Likewise, 
instead of ‘radio’ being defined as whatever sound comes out of a radio receiver, radio 
can be more flexibly understood as the sound coming out of a website, or even from a 
phone call. Just as Arjun Appadurai positions the migrant as a kind of super-modern 
subject, I would argue that transnational societies such as Haiti—whose diaspora could 
equal twenty percent of the nation’s population and provide a similar share of its GDP—
are home to innovative and highly flexible users of digital media.35   
 
34 Gitelman, p. 2. 
35 Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1996), p. 3. 
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If Haitian ‘radio’ is defined by its experience rather than its mechanics, then the 
radio studio is similarly fluid—a site of creativity and exchange that transcends its 
physical location, and also the creation of a single media product. A station can be the 
source of either transmission or inscription, long distance communication or intimate 
performance, and visual or audible content. This multivalence reflects the slippage 
between media forms I’ve described already, but also the material conditions of media 
production in Haiti. In the early years of radio HHK, when most local residents had no 
access to a wireless set, curious listeners would come to the station itself during popular 
music programs. An account from Edna Taft’s 1938 travel account, A Puritan in Voodoo 
Land, is worth quoting at some length: 
Afro-American victrola records were played before the microphone: meringues, 
beguines, rumbas, tangoes, bambucos, interspersed with humorous Creole 
monologues by a popular Haitian raconteur…[O]utside, peering in, was a vast 
crowd of Port-au-Prince’s lower classes, making a gay fiesta of HHK’s regular 
night on the air…Clad in their dress-up clothes, the young girls show bright in 
bright purples, yellows, pinks and blues, they promenaded back and forth, arm in 
arm on the greensward, or they sat in groups on the lawn.36 
 
Around this same time, it was Ricardo Widmaïer’s HH3W that doubled as a tracking 
studio for the very first record made of a Haitian band in Haiti, the start of a deep 
connection between Haiti’s radio and recording industries.37 In each of these examples, 
the studio transcends its conventional medium of radio, or perhaps it is radio that 
transcends its conventional technology of electromagnetic broadcasting. In either case, 
Carel does much the same thing each morning as he connects his Pétion-ville studio to 
 
36 Edna Taft, A Puritan in Voodoo-Land (LaVergne, TN: Kessinger, 2009), p. 52. Quoted in Bronfman, p. 73. 
37 Averill, p. 23. 
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his global audience. He pushes the limits of his studio to create far more than radio 
waves, while also pushing the limits of what radio itself can be.  
 
A force to be reckoned with 
At the start of 2010 Carel Pedre was not quite 30 years old, an early adopter of 
Twitter, and the host of a morning program on Radio One—but he had ambitions to be 
much more than that. The Carnival season was just heating up, and Carel had created a 
website called Plezikanaval, where he could post the new songs that different artists were 
releasing almost daily during that time of year. It was his boldest step yet away from his 
work as a daily broadcaster, and over the coming months he hoped to grow the site into a 
music distribution hub and even a TV show. But before any of that could happen, the 
earthquake struck. Carel was driving at the time, and suddenly found his car surrounded 
by rubble; “People thought it was the end of the world,” he described later.38 
Communication lines out of the capital crumbled with the buildings, but Carel found he 
had a rare working internet connection and began posting on social media. His reports 
were relayed by CNN and his photos distributed by the AP. Later that year Carel received 
a Special Humanitarian Award from the Shorty Awards, which “honor the best people 
and organizations on social media.”39 At the ceremony in New York, Carel expressed his 
 
38 CNN News, http://www.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/americas/01/13/haiti.victims/index.html, Accessed 
8/28/2018. 
39 The Shorty Awards, http://shortyawards.com/, Accessed 8/28/2018. 
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belief and optimism in the power of new media, declaring: “May we continue to use 
Twitter to save lives and change the world.”40 
 Carel told me later that the earthquake was a turning point—both for his public 
image, and for his approach to broadcasting. He realized that people out in the world 
were listening and looking for information. Every day he had guests on his show 
discussing culture and politics, so he thought: “I’m not going to waste that content.” That 
same year he rebranded the morning program as Chokarella—‘The Carel Show’—and 
started posting it on YouTube each day. In 2012 he created a mobile app for the show and 
later a separate app for Plezikanaval, which has been downloaded over 50,000 times on 
Android devices alone.41 When Facebook rolled out its live streaming feature in 2015, 
Carel integrated that as well, such that when I first visited his studio in the summer of 
2016, the show felt like a full-on media circus, with at least three producers swirling 
around the broadcast desk at all times. As soon as an interview wrapped, one producer 
started scrolling through images to select one for Instagram, while another pulled out a 
laptop and began editing audio down for SoundCloud. Carel and his guests, meanwhile, 
went straight to their own phones. At the close of one session, a visiting Haitian-
American author was shocked by the flood of Facebook requests, exclaiming: “What 
should I do, should I accept them all!?”  
 
40 The Independent, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/media/haitian-radio-host-honored-for-
tweeting-on-quake-5526181.html, Accessed 8/28/2018. 
41 https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.goodbarber.plezikanaval Accessed 8/28/2018 
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Figure 2.1: Carel Pedre at the Radio One studio. Pétionville, 2016. Photograph by the 
author. 
 
The internet has enabled Carel to build a truly transnational audience on a scale 
that even short-wave radio transmission could not reach—with listeners on almost every 
continent. On Facebook, live streams of the morning show average about ten thousand 
views, while more produced video features—such as Carel skydiving with one of his 
guests outside New York City—regularly draw well over one hundred thousand views.42 
It is hard to know exactly how these social media numbers compare to Chokarella’s FM 
listenership, but a 2012 media survey of Port-au-Prince gave Radio One only a 1% 
 
42 All data from https://www.facebook.com/pg/chokarella/videos/?ref=page_internal Accessed 
1/19/2019 
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market-share—just over 27,000 weekly listeners.43 Even if those numbers have grown 
somewhat along with the Chokarella’s popularity, the show’s 246,000 Facebook 
followers still represent a far greater potential audience. To better understand who those 
thousands of ears and eyes belong to, I reviewed the Facebook profiles of fifty 
Chokarella followers, selected because they frequently shared videos, photos and other 
posts from the show’s feed. As a group, these followers are overwhelmingly men (85%) 
in their twenties and thirties—generally employed and college educated. Forty percent 
live in Haiti; sixty percent live abroad, and their social media activity suggests a range of 
language preferences: most of the listeners post predominantly in Creole, but many favor 
English, or various combinations of English, Spanish, French and Creole. Of those in the 
diaspora, the majority were born in Haiti and emigrated—mostly to the US and Canada, 
but also to Chile, The Dominican Republic, The Bahamas, Brazil, Aruba, Ecuador and 
South Africa. In these new homes, there is a fairly even split between those who work in 
service jobs—food, hospitality, transportation, security—and those who hold white collar 
jobs in healthcare, engineering, higher education or business. Within Haiti, the audience 
is not surprisingly concentrated in Port-au-Prince, whose metro area accounts for about 
one quarter of the entire country’s population.44  
As this data suggests, Chokarella is a kind of mediator between Haiti, where the 
show is produced, and its diaspora, which accounts for much of its audience and guests. 
These two segments of the Haitian music/media market remain distinct—and sometimes 
 
43 Powell, p. 95. 
44 According to the CIA Factbook: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/print_ha.html Accessed 1/19/2019 
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isolated—despite the fact that Haitian bands, promoters, broadcasters and distributors 
have been crisscrossing the border since the late 1950s.45 Depending on who you talk to, 
there are either two separate industries, or one big fractured one. Even today, a band like 
5Lan (‘Senk-Lan’) can pack live shows in downtown Miami and Boston, but when they 
came down for their Haiti premier in 2016 they were virtually unknown on the island.46 
On the other hand many rap kreyòl artists, whose music depends on subtle linguistic 
idioms and social references, never reach large audiences outside of Haiti itself. These 
differences in taste are even visible in which of Carel’s followers choose to share a given 
broadcast. For example, when I reviewed the shares for an in-studio interview with 
Trouble Boy, a young rapper from the northern city of Cap Haïtien, 65% of those shares 
were by listeners inside Haiti—reflecting the popularity of rap kreyòl within the domestic 
market.47 On the other hand, a video shot in New York with local DJ Michael Brun got 
83% of its shares from listeners outside Haiti—reflecting Brun’s greater exposure in the 
diaspora.48 As I will discuss in more detail in Chapter Four, many Haitian artists—
regardless of where they live—see the domestic market as a necessary stepping stone for 
getting exposure in the diaspora, where there are more opportunities to make money from 
live performance. Fito Hyacinthe, who managed one of the most popular konpa bands of 
the last two decades, compares this phenomenon to the hurricane systems that form each 
year in the Caribbean basin, then travel up the East Coast. “The storm starts from there,” 
 
45 Averill, A Day for the Hunter, A Day for the Prey: Popular Music and Power in Haiti, p. 23. 
46 Mikey Mike (Musical Director of Galaxie FM in Port-au-Prince, Haiti), personal communication, 
8/19/2016. 
47 https://www.facebook.com/chokarella/videos/289399998580028/ 
48 https://www.facebook.com/shares/view?id=1926894740708053&av=1243710048 
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he told me, “Although all of the revenue and sales doesn’t come much from Haiti, the 
promotion and buzz comes from there.”49 Therefore, even artists focused on the diaspora 
market have a strong incentive to find a media platform on the island—one that can help 
them build hype locally, but also project that hype back out across the ocean.  
In Carel’s mind, the fissures in the Haitian music market are largely the result of a 
“distribution problem,” and that technology has the potential to “fill in the gaps.” What 
technology can’t fill in, however, are the very real gaps in language, lifestyle, 
employment and education between Haitians in Haiti and ethnic Haitians abroad. As 
Nina Glick-Schiller and Georges Fouron demonstrate in their collaborative work on 
Haitian “long distance nationalism,” even close familial relationships are challenged by 
this experiential disconnect. Financial obligations can become a source of friction or 
resentment—fueled by mutual misunderstandings of the daily reality for those on the 
‘other side’—and when emigres do come ‘back home,’ they often take the opportunity to 
perform a class status that is unattainable in their adoptive homes, due to financial 
constraints, racial discrimination, or both.50 This kind of performance can serve to mask 
common struggles and heighten the feeling of social distance: a taxi driver in Miami hires 
a private driver in Port-au-Prince; a rapper from Boston doesn’t mention his side-job in 
an Amazon distribution facility. For Haitian-American women, relations with the 
homeland are further complicated by the very different gender norms in the two 
countries, especially surrounding career opportunities and political incorporation—a 
 
49 Fito Hyacinthe, personal communication, 7/19/2016 
50 Nina Glick-Schiller and Georges Fouron, Georges Woke Up Laughing: Long-Distance Nationalism and the 
Search for Home (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), pp. 57, 60, 74. 
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subject I’ll return to shortly, in the case of one of Carel’s guests.51 Meanwhile, those who 
remain in the sending country are similarly bound to transnational social networks and 
harbor their own conflicted emotions, which as Karen Richman argues, cannot always be 
expressed directly—especially when families are financially dependent on remittances. 
Instead, those emotions can find their way into the wordplay of pwen songs that compare 
migration, wage labor and individualism to suspicious forms of sorcery, always 
positioned in opposition to the traditional and collective values of Ginen.52  
The social tensions between homeland and diaspora, which run throughout the 
Haitian music and media industries, are reflective of a more generalized tension of 
transnational societies: media, messages and songs circulate freely across borders, even 
as bodies are bound by the state’s monopoly on our “means of movement.”53 So no 
matter how much content Carel sends through that semi-porous barrier, and how much he 
links the people on either side, he’s constantly pushing against the structural limits of the 
nation state itself. When I spoke with Vanessa Joseph, who acts as Chokarella’s Chief 
Operating Officer, she described a constant balancing act—one which ideally results in 
content that is intelligible and meaningful to listeners across a whole spectrum of 
connection with Haiti.54 Vanessa has a personal understanding of life across borders; she 
was born in Haiti, grew up mostly in the United States, and besides her role at 
Chokarella, also works as an immigration attorney in Miami. Like Carel, Vanessa is 
 
51 Glick-Schiller and Fouron, p. 136. 
52 Karen E Richman, Migration and Vodou (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005), p. 6, 27. 
53 John Torpey, The Invention of Passport: Surveillance, Citizenship and the State (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), p. 4. 
54 Vanessa Joseph, Personal communication, 2/22/2018 
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idealistic about gathering together a broad audience, divided geographically, but united 
by a “genuine love and interest in Haiti.” As a Haitian-American kid in the 1990s, 
Vanessa experienced the stigma surrounding her own identity—a subject I will return to 
Chapter Three—and living in Miami she heard the tragic story of Phede Eugene, a local 
high schooler who shot himself in the chest, reportedly after being ‘outed’ as Haitian.55 
Now she hopes that Chokarella can be a “vehicle to come back into the culture” for many 
in her generation of Haitian-Americans who may have consciously distanced themselves 
from the music and language of their parents. To make that happen, Vanessa imagines 
fully bilingual content in the future—perhaps two separate hosts or even two separate 
shows—but she also recognizes that a significant portion of Carel’s listeners and 
sponsors are in Haiti, thanks in part to his presence on FM radio. Ultimately, Vanessa 
recognizes an inherent tension between these multiple aspirations and audiences: “How 
do you expand without neglecting one or the other, right?” Hence the balancing act.  
On the air, Carel engages in various acts of translation in order to broaden his 
reach, and keep all his various guests and listeners comfortable. During an interview with 
Phylissia Ross, a young pop singer who grew up in the US, the two start by talking about 
what language they should speak: Creole, French, or English. They settle on Creole, even 
though Phylissia knows that she’ll miss a few words, and laments briefly in her more 
comfortable English: “I can never win, man.”56 They discuss the challenge of being both 
a Haitian and American artist—how Phylissia strives to always stay true to where she 
 
55 Miami Herald, https://www.miamiherald.com/opinion/op-ed/article4189486.html, Accessed 
8/28/2018. 
56Chokarella: https://www.facebook.com/chokarella/videos/2102696199755432/ Accessed 8/28/2018. 
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comes from, while also marketing her music to an international audience. She does 
collaborate with other Haitian artists, including a new single with the band Djakout #1, 
but her knowledge of the industry is mostly limited to konpa, which has near-universal 
appeal both on the island and abroad. When they discuss emerging music trends within 
Haiti, such as hip-hop, Phylissia says: “To be honest, the rappers I don’t know that well.”  
At some point the show pivots from casual chatter to questions from listeners—which 
Carel solicited the day before on Twitter. The queries tend to focus on personal matters, 
and showing a bit of frustration, Phylissia switches back to English to ask why everyone 
wants to know about her love life and hair style, instead of asking her serious questions, 
like: “Do you have a diploma? Do you run your business? Do you own your own music?” 
Carel, attempting to balance many of his listeners’ taste for gossip with his guest’s 
feminist—and very much American—stance as a professional woman, steers the 
conversation towards practical advice for up and coming artists. But then with a coy tone, 
he introduces a final question as “extremely serious”—OK, Phylissia echoes, “trè serye.” 
It’s a joke of course: the listener wants to know what Phylissia looks for in a man, posed 
using the Creole verb “atire”—to attract. Phylissia doesn’t get it at first. She leans in to 
say “M pa kompran”—I don’t understand—and asks: “What is atire?” After a quick 
explanation, and with her confidence now restored, Phylissia talks about valuing honesty 
and “good vibes,” making a point to repeat back the word atire so she’ll remember it for 
next time. This type of language mixing is common on Chokarella, with some guests, 
like the Karizma guitarist and bandleader Jay R, even responding to all of Carel’s 
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questions entirely in English.57 During the actual broadcast, no one made much of this 
fact and the conversation simply proceeded in a mix of languages. Off the air, however, 
Jay’s bandmate teased him for being so American that he even filled out the media 
release form with a US-style date—month first. In these examples, Chokarella is an entry 
point for US-based artists looking to access the Haitian market in Haiti, a transition that 
several Haitian-American artists have described to me as a kind of rite of passage, a test 
of legitimacy for those labeled as ‘dyaspo.’58 And Carel is their bridge, offering clear 
local credibility, mixed with a cosmopolitan sensibility. 
In other cases, Carel works to make issues and initiatives of the diaspora relevant 
to his local Haitian audience. In a show during the summer of 2016, he spoke by phone 
with members of an organization at the US-Mexico border that was providing assistance 
to Haitian migrants coming from Latin America. Carel closed the segment with a 
personal message to anyone considering the journey themselves: “Etazini pa solusyon, 
Etazini pa paradis”—"The US is not the solution, the US is not paradise.”59 He went on 
to argue that Haitians instead need to help Haiti, to remain in the country as he has and to 
do what they can from here. In another socially-minded segment, Carel pushed directly 
against his country’s culture of heightened masculinity by hosting two workers from a 
family-planning non-profit for a discussion of the process and benefits of a male 
vasectomy.60 Obviously somewhat uncomfortable with the subject himself, Carel 
 
57 From Chokarella, 8/12/2016 
58 Vladimir Mead, personal communication, 7/2/2017 
59 From Chokarella, 8/24/2016 
60 From Chokarella, 3/26/2018 
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peppered their conversation with a few jokes, perhaps in an effort to ease his local 
audience into what many must consider an unthinkable notion. But Carel’s favorite 
educational topic—especially when speaking with musicians—is copyright law. Here his 
tone becomes more passionate, or sometimes lecture-like. As I’ll discuss more in Chapter 
Four, artists in Haiti have no real legal protections covering the use of their work, making 
it impossible to collect revenue from radio stations and advertisers who use popular 
songs, and Carel sees the problem as rooted in public ignorance. His role, therefore, is to 
use his platform to raise awareness about other models governing music licensing and 
royalties elsewhere in the world. Artists and broadcasters who work outside of Haiti are 
important interlocutors in this campaign, but rather than getting an education in local 
ways, the outsiders are now in a position to inform others. Carel once again is the 
intermediary—rooted in his Pétion-ville studio but attempting to stimulate a transnational 
dialogue.    
  
Several years ago Carel was interviewed by Haiti’s main newspaper, Le 
Nouvelliste, which asked him to describe his ten favorite places. Near the top of the list 
was the studio at Radio One. He explained in French—the language of most print media 
in Haiti—“I love what I do, and that confers a very particular value to this place. This is 
where I made my name and reputation.”61 Notably, he associates his ever-evolving work 
and its tremendous success directly with the radio studio itself, the space where he first 
 
61 Le Nouvelliste: https://lenouvelliste.com/article/109245/les-10-endroits-preferes-de-carel-pedre, 
Accessed 8/30/2018. Translation by the author.  
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honed the art of animation and conversation. If Carel looks up from the broadcast desk, 
directly across the room hangs a colorful painting, one of several in the studio that 
reinforce this same vision of the radio station as above all else, a primary site of 
connection and communication. In the painting, a ramshackle porch is the site of a live 
broadcast. The host leans over a sound system and mimes guitar-playing with his hands, 
while all around figures dance, caress, or simply watch with curiosity. To one side of the 
porch hangs a banner with the Radio One logo, and this message: Si ou pa gen anyen pou 
di, pe dyol ou. Anyen pap rive-ou. It means, ‘If you have nothing to say, shut your mouth. 
Nothing will come your way’—or perhaps more accurately: ‘Nothing will ever happen to 
you.’ This image presents the radio studio—here idealized as wide open and public—as a 
place where people can come together through a combination of music, technology and 
personality. And the message reinforces the primacy of spoken language: that which 
‘makes things happen.’ This vision of the radio studio as a social hub is evident in all of 
Carel’s work, which acts constantly to bring listeners into the space and into the 
conversation—cultivating liveness. FM and Facebook are simply two different tools for 
accomplishing that same goal, so even as he puts technology in the foreground of his 
strategy, the constant interchange of devices, platforms, and media formats also serves to 
emphasize what’s constant: people in a room, voices mixed with music.  
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Figure 2.2: A painting that hangs in the Radio One studio. Pétion-ville, 2016.  
Photograph by the author. 
 
 It is important to note that in the studio, Carel does very little ‘animating’ in the 
sense that I described in Chapter One—there is no riding of the fader or rapid vocal 
interjections. His work does, however, animate the music on a broader level, helping 
music fans actually get to know the musicians (who make up the majority of the show’s 
guests in a given week), and injecting life into ongoing debates surrounding the creative 
industries. I once asked Carel if he thought radio would become less important as more 
and more Haitians were able to stream and share music digitally. He countered that 
personality is still more powerful than any platform or playlist, and that the role of radio 
is still to help listeners connect with music on a personal level—just as the hosts at Radio 
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Venus do through their dedications and social messaging. That, he argues, is why his 
show is successful: “I have listeners who have more songs on their computer than I do. 
But I can put my personality on it, and help them create the playlist.”62 Rather than 
animate the song, therefore, Carel aims to animate the artist, and even to animate the 
larger music industry, so that even when listeners do cue up their own private playlists, 
he has helped to shape that experience as well. Carel likes to tell stories illustrating this 
influence—of the time Rutshelle came on his show and landed her first recording session 
because a top producer happened to be listening, or the time JPerry got inspiration from 
their conversation to record his biggest hit.63 The role of the animator as a mediator 
between music and listener remains the same, but Carel wants to mediate that relationship 
on a much larger scale. This aspiration is on full display in the Pre-Lenten season, when 
Carel shifts attention away from his regular morning show, and towards Plezikanaval. 
This is also when the value of liveness—now cultivated at a transnational level—is most 
central to Carel’s work.  
 When I asked Carel what exactly Plezikanaval is, he began: “To tell you the truth, 
Plezikanaval is the biggest distribution and promotional platform of the Carnival in 
Haiti.”64 As I have said, Carel thinks big. Plezikanaval incorporates many elements—
website, app, award ceremony, kids program, panel discussion, social media, video 
content—but like everything Carel has built, it is perhaps best understood as simply a 
brand, a term that Vanessa Joseph, the COO, would certainly use as well. This may sound 
 
62 Carel Pedre, personal communication 8/11/2016. 
63 Carel Pedre, 8/11/2016. 
64 Carel Pedre, personal communication, 2/14/2018. 
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like so much 21st century boardroom speak, but their usage of this term reflects a reality 
in which media entities cannot be neatly defined by their technology or platform. 
Plezikanaval is far more than radio show, just as The New York Times is far more than a 
newspaper. This type of multi-pronged media is not a new reality, but as with the notion 
of transnationalism, it has become especially apparent (and trendy) with the advent of 
digital technology. Simply put, Plezikanaval is whatever Carel and his team do during 
Carnival. This makes it especially interesting as a case-study, illustrating how terrestrial 
radio as a legacy and a practice remain central, even as Carel leaves the radio studio itself 
behind.  
  
Champ Mars, February 2018 
The Carnival route circles the heart of Port-au-Prince, passing in turn the old site 
of Haiti’s first radio station, HHK, and the elegant façade of the Rex Theatre—still in 
ruins from the 2010 quake. All along the route are ‘stands’ for the wealthy and well-
connected. These are not bleachers, but two-story wooden structures built straight up 
from the curb. They are lined up side by side so that the street feels completely walled in, 
with small entryways and steep stairs providing access up to the stands themselves. The 
whole set-up is rather like a racecourse, except everyone can be part of the race if they 
want—moving in a slow mass of people through this walled corridor. Carel acts as a kind 
of commentator, a role he first learned as a young radio broadcaster in the early 2000s. 
As each float rounds the corner—the truck piled with speakers with a singer perched on 
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top—Carel has to set the scene and raise the intensity. Just like any other broadcast, the 
show needs his voice to come to life.  
When I arrive at four p.m. on the first day of the procession, or defile, the route is 
just starting to fill up with street vendors. Hammers are pounding everywhere as the 
railings and stairs are added to the stands, many of which are still being painted or hung 
with banners that advertise their sponsors. Carnival in Haiti is a big business, but the 
money doesn’t come from below—no tickets or passes required—it comes from above. 
All the nation’s most profitable sectors are represented on the stands: 
telecommunications, petroleum, auto importers, beer and alcohol, banking and money 
transfers; along with powerful government agencies. Major radio stations have their own 
stands too, but much like the artists themselves, they must then seek sponsors to fund 
their operations. The result is that corporate logos are everywhere: spelled out on 
banners, shouted out in songs, superimposed on Facebook live streams, printed on t-
shirts, and painted on bodies. As I walk the route, it strikes me that this spectacle is in 
many respects the inevitable outcome in a country where music is incredibly popular and 
wealth is incredibly concentrated. Artists and broadcasters can’t easily collect revenue 
directly from their audience, and so must use their status as influencers to access 
networks of elite patronage (more on this economy in Chapter Four). In that sense, the 
true competition that Carel and everyone else will wage over the next few days is one of 
relevance—who can draw more attention and therefore merit more sponsorship.  
At five p.m. president Jovenel Moise arrives on foot from the National Palace, 
trailed by at least a dozen vehicles. The president embodies the ultimate act of patronage: 
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the leader of the nation gifting his people three full days of music and festivities. This 
was especially true under the Duvaliers, who strategically deployed Carnival as a form of 
koudyay—an event meant to shore up support and silence opposition. Moise no doubt 
hopes to do the same this year, but in person he looks young and unassuming, dressed in 
plain slacks and an oxford shirt. The president’s personal stand has three full levels and 
overlooks a central intersection on the parade route, where many floats will later linger in 
order to draw his attention. The Plezikanaval stand is two doors down from the 
president’s, but Carel has managed to set up his broadcast table on the neighboring 
stand—close enough to the president that an armed security officer takes up a post there 
as well.  
When I arrive Carel is in a tangle of wires, dressed in his customarily casual 
uniform: sneakers, grey jeans, solid t-shirt. He is attempting to recreate the high-tech set-
up of his regular studio broadcasts, but on a hastily constructed wooden stand. The whole 
scene reminds me of the painting up at Radio One, where the studio is thrown wide open 
and the public presses in. Carel has managed to carve out one corner of the stand for 
himself, where he’s set up a folding table and mounted a single microphone. There are 
two wireless routers, his laptop, and an iPad Pro that is pulling together four separate 
video feeds (two on the stand, two out in the crowd), so that Carel can toggle between 
different shots with a few taps of his finger. He tells me this is his first year bringing so 
much equipment. In the past he ran a simple live stream from his phone. His goal this 
year is to make it feel like you’re there—an immersive HD experience for his audience. 
In the contest for ears and eyes, personality is an absolute must, but technology is another 
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way Carel can set himself apart. He tells me with pride that a TV station on Haiti’s north 
coast texted him to say they have been broadcasting his Facebook Live all night. 
 
Figure 2.3: Carel Pedre operates a live video feed during the Carnival procession. Port-
au-Prince, 2018. Photograph by the author. 
 
 The effort at quality is not lost on Carel’s audience either. During and after the 
three-day event, I follow the running commentary on social media, and speak directly 
with a number of people who are active on the Plezikanaval Facebook page. Two 
individuals—Pierre Cassamajor and Mitchie Guerrier—illustrate some of the range in 
Carel’s audience. Both live outside of Haiti, but while Pierre emigrated almost thirty 
years ago, Mitchie is spending her first Carnival outside of the country. As a young man, 
Pierre remembers when relatives would send him VHS tapes of the annual Carnival. He’d 
wait weeks to receive them, and even then only get to see a small slice of the festival. 
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Now in his forties, Pierre can watch the whole thing live on his phone in Baltimore, MD. 
“That’s pretty amazing,” he reflects as we talk during his lunch break, “That’s a really 
good experience.”65 He has no interest in actually being there on the ground—“When it 
comes to crowds, nah that’s not me”—but he feels the virtual connection is valuable, 
“just to visualize how everything is.” That way, when people are talking about the 
problems of the country and the developments on the ground, he can picture it for 
himself. 
 Mitchie Guerrier is a millennial—her Facebook dominated by selfies—and she 
moved to the Dominican Republic for a job just a few months before the Carnival season 
started. When she lived in Haiti, Mitchie always followed Carnival, so at first she was 
disappointed by the timing. But just like usual she started downloading the new releases 
straight from the Plezikanaval website (in 2018 the site hosted 840 Carnival songs, up 
from 664 the year before).66 Then when the defile started, Mitchie found the live feed. 
She was drawn in by the clear image and sound of Carel’s broadcast—the multiple 
camera angles—but soon found that the community of other listeners was equally 
entertaining. “It's like we in the same place talking to each other face to face…Haitian 
people who live in other countries, he really keeps us connected.”67 Mitchie kept 
watching every night, and on the final night stayed up till four in the morning. I try to 
picture the scene she described: alone in her apartment in the coastal resort town of 
Bávaro, the doors shut to keep out distracting noises from outside, headphones in and a 
 
65 Pierre Cassamajor, personal communication, 2/24/2018. 
66 Available at http://www.plezikanaval.com/, Accessed 8/28/2018. 
67 Mitchie Guerrier, personal communication, 2/24/2018. 
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bottle of Presidente beer open as follows the comments streaming in from New York, 
Santiago, Montreal, and elsewhere.  
Meanwhile back in Haiti, there are constant technical problems. The power keeps 
cutting out on the stand, which then kills the Internet. Carel is doing his best to keep 
everything charged, but I can see the iPad dip down to 8% battery. By this time the 
Facebook Live is hovering around 1,000 viewers, but the main event is just beginning 
and the number is climbing. To be safe, one of the Plezikanaval staff walks around with a 
voltage tester, checking different outlets and extension cords. A woman has set up a 
panini press against the back wall of the stand where she’s selling chicken sandwiches. 
That seems to be part of the electrical issue, so she is forced to unplug and simply sells 
the sandwiches cold. Between eight and nine p.m., the first of the major bands rounds the 
corner onto Rue de la Republique. Carel’s lead photographer, a young guy named 
Anderson, starts running in and out of the broadcast nook to swap lenses—telephoto as 
the trucks approach the stand, and wide angle when he’s down in the crowd. A graphic 
designer, meanwhile, is putting together banner images that are imposed over the live 
feed, identifying each artist as they enter the parade route. The designer keeps trying to 
get Carel’s attention to confirm the placement of different corporate logos—Barbancourt 
rum, Prestige beer, Soge bank—but the host is consumed by keeping the system running. 
Even under these hectic circumstances, Carel maintains his calm demeanor, only raising 
his voice to be heard over the pounding music.  
It is important to remember that there are stakes to pulling off this high wire act. 
Viewers like Mitchie and Pierre can always switch to another feed, with each convert 
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diminishing Carel’s status as a purveyor of Carnival. At one point one of the camera 
operators shows Carel a Facebook Live feed from Guy Wewe—another popular radio 
host—which at that point has 500 viewers. Carel seems pleased, although I doubt he 
relishes the sense of competition, knowing perhaps that fates can change quickly online. 
Later that night the sound on Carel’s stream drops out. Instantly, the viewer comments—
which pop up so fast that it’s hard to read them before they are pushed out of view in the 
feed—turn negative. There are crying emojis and imploring messages: “pa gen son!”—
there’s no sound! One commenter mentions that the sound is good on Wewe’s feed, and I 
can see Carel’s viewer numbers start to drop below 1,000 for the first time since I had 
started watching. Eventually the sound does come back, and the next morning I can see 
that Carel’s video totaled 48,000 views and 1,000 shares. 68 Guy Wewe, his apparent 
rival, has only 27,000.  
Observing this drama unfold in real time, I am struck by how much of the 
audience’s attention—as expressed through their comments—is directed at Carel’s 
presentation, rather than the event that Carel is presenting. There are compliments on the 
HD image, and exclamations of respect for the host; a woman in Alaska thanks Carel for 
helping her stay positive and connected to Haiti. For these long-distance listeners, 
engaging with the host is one way of drawing closer to the event itself. Their comments 
are an expression of liveness; just as an animateur constantly tells the time and an 
opérateur constantly provides station IDs, the Facebook auditeur can constantly respond: 
 
68 https://www.facebook.com/plezikanaval/videos/10159841901825005/, Accessed 2/12/2018. 
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‘I’m still here, and I’m still listening’—closing the circuit of production and reception. 
Mitchie Guerrier was one of those constant respondents; she told me later: “I can say if I 
had like 50 comments there, I'd say 40 of them were ‘Good job Carel’ and ‘Thank you 
for making us enjoy this.’” On the ground in Port-au-Prince, even some of the bands take 
a minute to give respect. When Roody Roodboy, who was crowned that year’s ‘Carnival 
Champion’ by virtually all the major media outlets, arrives at the intersection of Rue de la 
Republique and Rue Capois, he gives President Moise a personal greeting. Then he turns 
to address the neighboring stand, beginning: “The biggest Carnival platform in the 
country, it can’t be anything but Plezikanaval. Put your hands up for Carel Pedre! Put 
your hands up for Carel Pedre!” His voice is soon drowned by the crowd as they answer 
the call, and then the hulking float jerks forward and continues around the corner, with 
Carel narrating its journey.  
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Figure 2.4: Carel salutes the members of Boukman Eksperyans as their float passes his 
stand. Port-au-Prince, 2018. Photograph by the author.  
 
On the day after Carnival ends, Ash Wednesday, the whole Plezikanaval team 
comes together at Carel’s house to debrief. The living room is sparsely furnished, and 
when I arrive about a dozen people are scattered around it, including Vanessa Joseph, 
who had flown down from Miami for the week. A few producers are drinking beers or 
looking at phones; Carel is in a t-shirt that says “SORRY not everyone can be me,” plus 
gym shorts and sandals. It’s nine p.m. and everyone looks exhausted. The graphic 
designer still has his laptop open, and he’s editing together a collage for a new promo 
image. As he works, there is talk of social media strategy, of brand management and 
audience development. They all use the word “brand” a lot. Towards the end, one 
producer gets chastised for overpromising and underdelivering in his segments, 
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compromising the integrity of the Chokarella brand as a whole. Nonetheless, Vanessa 
ends the meeting on a note of encouragement—“great job guys”—and everyone files out 
with their backpacks on.  
Observing this meeting is one of many moments during the week when I can 
easily forget that Carel and his team have anything to do with “radio” in its most 
conventional sense. There’s no talk of posts or playlists—clocks, crossfades, voiceovers, 
ad copy or any of the other technical trappings of a terrestrial radio broadcast. Yet as I 
have argued in this chapter, Carel’s work is rooted in a longstanding radio practice, one 
that is technologically adaptive, fundamentally transnational, and always at the center of 
cultural innovation. Chokarella and Plezikanaval do not abandon radio so much as they 
extend this existing tendency within radio, aspiring to the same values of connection and 
animation—but now on an even broader scale. Vanessa Joseph often speaks of “raising 
the bar,” not just for the success of their business, but in order to set a standard that 
someone else in the industry can come to push up next. It’s an idealistic notion, but that 
language of incrementalism and adaptation feels entirely accurate: the bar is a moving 
target, as is radio itself.  
After the team leaves and Vanessa retires to the guest room (she is flying out the 
next morning), Carel and I sit down at the kitchen table. His phone continues to buzz 
constantly, but he seems ready to give his internet self a rest. So we start talking about the 
first time he came to Carnival in Port-au-Prince, in the year 2000: “It was a very bad 
memory for me.” The remark catches me off guard, because I’ve only known Carel to be 
a Carnival optimist; he describes it as the only time when Haitians can put aside their 
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differences and come together as one. But that first year, he says, the crowds were insane, 
there was no room to dance, and he just didn’t understand it—that is, until he started 
broadcasting it. From his view on the stand he could finally take in the whole scene and 
see how the elements mixed together: “It was on the radio, so I had to talk and say this is 
how beautiful this green is, this is how the crowd reacted to that kind of song.” As he 
broadcasted Carnival, he saw the beauty he described and learned to love it. This 
experience is one of many small ways that Carel is tied to radio through his upbringing 
and training, and one of many reasons why he still broadcasts Carnival on terrestrial radio 
today. What this chapter has demonstrated, however, is that his place in the radio studio 
is not just a matter of nostalgia or complacency. It is the perfect place from which to 
build his international brand.  
Later on that night, I ask Carel what his takeaways are from this year, and he says 
that he wants to do more to keep Plezikanaval alive after the Carnival. Typically the 
website, app and social media pages just go dormant in the off season—“That's why we 
can't really build an audience.” So now he wants to try and keep the Carnival 
experience—and that Carnival spirit of togetherness—going throughout the year with a 
regular stream of new content, artist features, and discussions of the larger issues 
surrounding the event. It occurs to me that what he’s describing sounds less like a 
website, less like an app, and more like a radio show. That’s the idea at least. But it’s 
late, and he has to go pick up his daughters. Now that Carnival is over Carel is taking 
them on a trip, so for once he won’t be heading into the studio in the morning and sitting 
behind the mixer for his daily broadcast.   
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CHAPTER THREE: Broadcasting Abroad 
 
 Firiame Larosa Bella Telson is thirty-nine years old and married with two kids—
ages sixteen and twenty-one. “I have a good job; I drive a good car; I’m proud to be 
Haitian. It doesn’t mean I’m gonna dress with the flag, but when I speak you can hear the 
accent.” Firiame goes by ‘Fifi’ online, and that’s where we first meet, on the Facebook 
page of a radio program called Emergency Kompa. The program is produced in 
Brockton—a small city on the southern outskirts of Boston—but Fifi lives over 1,000 
miles away, in a suburb of Orlando. That kind of long-distance listening wasn’t so 
practical when she first arrived in the US as a little girl thirty years ago. Back then, you 
had to have the special radio. Fifi told me about it: 
I don’t know if you’ve ever been to an older Haitian’s house, but they got this 
little radio, a special radio they have right there in the kitchen. They listen to 
Haitian everything—church, politics, music—like I said it’s the special radio, 
don’t ask me where they get it ‘cause I don’t know. It’s a small radio, not big, but 
honey that thing loud—all types of Haitian stations up in there.1 
 
Her father had the radio, her aunt still has the radio, but Fifi never had one. Instead, she 
listens on her phone.  
 Emergency Kompa has no frequency, just a Facebook page and a TuneIn stream. 
Most of the time that stream runs an automated playlist, but for a few hours in the middle 
of the day, a host named Laspick comes on to animate the show. The timing is perfect for 
Fifi, who works as a record technician with the Florida Department of Health. She puts in 
her headphones and goes about her work, occasionally pausing to chat with the other 
 
1 Firiame Larosa Bella Telson, personal communication, 7/17/2018 
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listeners through the comment bar. Fifi has never been totally fluent in Haitian Creole, 
but the repetitive format and sprinkling of English makes Emergency Kompa easy to 
follow—she’s even picked up some new Creole phrases along the way. On the other 
hand, when Fifi tries to listen to Haitian news, she can’t understand what the hosts are 
saying because they talk too fast. Plus it’s all negative: “I’m not a big fan of politics. I 
don’t like dramas—I call them dramas—I have enough problems of my own.” So Fifi 
sticks to what she knows and likes: “Emergency Kompa is all love, no hate. If I see 
negativity I keep scrolling till I find something I like.”   
This chapter examines the difference between Fifi’s father and aunt, with their 
‘special radio,’ and Fifi, with her phone. What changed, and what can explain these 
different modes of listening? The simple answer—as is so often the case—is changing 
technology: smartphones didn’t exist thirty years ago. Keeping with this logic, it is 
common for broadcasters, tech journalists and scholars alike to position mobile internet 
devices as a “replacement technology” for radio,2 which will be gradually “subsumed by 
digital services” as homes, cars, and even lawn mowers are outfitted with ‘smart’ 
capabilities.3 But as I argue in the case of Haitian-American radio, there are a host of 
other regulatory, demographic, geographic, economic, linguistic and cultural factors in 
play as well, factors that defy a simple teleological narrative and allow multiple 
 
2 See for example, http://www.srg.org/delivery/10-06-
28%20Mobile%20Internet%20&%20Broadcast%20Radio.pdf and 
https://medium.com/@JamesCridland/can-a-smart-speaker-replace-a-kitchen-radio-14870b898888  
3 https://variety.com/2017/music/news/traditional-radio-faces-a-grim-future-new-study-says-
1202542681/. For a sense of the new smart devices coming to market, see this review of the 2019 
Consumer Electronics Show: https://www.cnbc.com/2019/01/11/amazon-and-google-won-ces-2019.html  
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technologies to broadcast in the world at once. The simple choice of what to listen to—
and how to listen to it—is a powerful one. It both reflects and shapes the listener’s racial 
identification, social networks and language abilities, as well as her relationship to Haiti 
itself. On the production side, Haitian-American broadcasters navigate a different set of 
choices, equally loaded with social implications. Do I seek a radio license, broadcast 
without one, or forget the airwaves and put the show online? Do I target a purely Haitian 
audience or try to broaden my appeal? Air the show during working hours or evenings? 
Play straight konpa or mix in other styles? Speak in Creole or English? Every time a 
broadcaster brings up the fader, or a listener tunes the dial, decisions must be made—
decisions with consequences.  
To put these choices in context, I begin with a history of foreign language radio in 
the United States, focusing on Haitian-American broadcasting since the 1960s. This is 
when the oppression of the Duvalier regime, combined with the passage of the 1965 
immigration reforms, led to the first major influx of Haitian immigrants. I continue this 
history through the 1980s and 90s—which saw even more rapid growth in the Haitian-
American community—until the present day, using radio as a lens for understanding the 
changing nature of the Haitian-American experience. I then introduce a pair of case 
studies from the Boston area: the Caribbean Flavor Show and Emergency Kompa. For 
the first case study I focus attention inside the studio, on the choices facing broadcasters, 
while in the second I focus on reception, and the choices facing listeners. The programs 
themselves present a distinct contrast. Caribbean Flavor is broadcast on low-power FM 
radio, targeting an urban pan-Caribbean audience, while Emergency Kompa on the other 
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hand is exclusively online, where it reaches a scattered and primarily middle-class 
Haitian audience. Together, the two programs illustrate how social, legal, and 
technological factors can play out in the individual choices of radio makers and listeners. 
 
Haitian Radio on American Airwaves  
Haitian-Americans are not the first immigrants to take to the airwaves, and their 
story must be understood in the context of other immigrant broadcasters, dating back to 
the very beginnings of radio. In reviewing this history, I aim to advance my specific 
argument about changing modes of broadcasting, but also to focus attention on ethnic-
minority radio more broadly as an important and understudied point of contact between 
several academic fields. On the one hand, radio scholarship in the US tends to assume a 
largely homogenous and English-speaking audience, ignoring many of the vibrant radio 
cultures that exist in the country.4 Scholarship on immigration and diaspora, meanwhile, 
has focused in recent years on the power of the internet—specifically as a visual and text-
based medium—despite the fact that radio remains highly relevant for many immigrant 
communities.5 In my history of Haitian-American radio I attempt to connect these fields 
and address their respective gaps by drawing material from media studies, political 
science, anthropology, and sociology—as well as my own interviews with Haitian-
American broadcasters in Massachusetts, New York and Florida. And by connecting this 
 
4 Dolores Ines Casillas, Sounds of Belonging: U.S. Spanish-Language Radio and Public Advocacy (New York, 
NY: New York University Press, 2014), p. 7-9; Ari Y. Kelman, Station Identification: A Cultural History of 
Yiddish Radio in the United States (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2009), p. 6. 
5 See Brinkerhoff 2009, Alonso 2010, and Leurs 2015 
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diverse literature on migration dynamics, racial identification and radio regulation in a 
single chronology, my intent is to underscore the interactions between them—not as 
deterministic forces, but as a framework in which individual choices are made.  
In the 1920s, when the airwaves were barely regulated and most stations were 
locally owned, it was common to hear German, Italian, Russian, Polish, Yiddish and 
other languages on American radio throughout the day.6 Despite that fact, when then 
Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover convened a series of national conferences to 
discuss the regulation of radio, the issue of minority and foreign-language broadcasting 
was not raised once.7 These conferences led to the establishment of the Federal Radio 
Commission (FRC) in 1927, with its mandate to safeguard “public interest, convenience, 
and necessity” on the nation’s airwaves. The following year, that agency moved to delete 
162 radio licenses in the name of reducing frequency interference—almost all of them 
held by stations that served ethnic minorities.8 While many of these stations were 
eventually spared, they were relegated to the margins of the radio dial to create 
unobstructed ‘clear channel’ frequencies for the high-powered stations that carried 
programming from the new nation-wide networks: NBC and CBS. Founded in 1926 and 
1927 respectively, these two networks promoted the standardization and 
‘Americanization’ of radio nationwide, and through the middle decades of the 20th 
century would exercise considerable power over both the radio market and the agencies 
that regulated it.   
 
6 Kelman. 7 
7 Ibid. p.5 
8 Ibid p.62 
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 The Federal Communications Commission, which replaced the FRC in 1934, 
continued its predecessor’s policy of supporting large private interests at the expense of 
minority broadcasters. This led to a steady decrease in ethnic programming—as well as 
the mainstream public’s acceptance of such programming. In 1940, comedic star 
Groucho Marx wrote in to the Los Angeles Times to express his disgust: “The air is full of 
them,” he wrote of the city’s foreign-language broadcasters, “I’m sure they would not be 
permitted or tolerated in any other country.”9 World War II brought even greater 
suspicion of minority broadcasters—specifically Germans and Italians—with the FCC 
issuing them only temporary licenses and requiring some programs to submit English 
transcripts of all their shows, a requirement that some Haitian radio programs would later 
face as well. At the war’s start there were almost 200 stations around the country carrying 
ethnic content; by 1943 the number was down to 130.10 
 Several developments in the 1960s altered the radio landscape that Haitian 
immigrants would soon begin to navigate. First, the introduction of television shifted the 
corporate focus away from radio somewhat, allowing the medium to once again become 
more localized. At the same time, the FCC began issuing licenses for FM (frequency 
modulation) signals, so that between the end of the war and 1960 the total number of 
radio stations in the country increased almost four-fold.11 Together, these trends created a 
wealth of new opportunities for minority broadcasters, at the same moment that the Civil 
 
9 Michael a. Krysko, “‘Gibberish’ On The Air: Foreign Language Radio And American Broadcasting, 1920–
1940,” Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 27, no. 3 (2007): p.333 
10 Gerd Horten, Radio Goes to War: The Cultural Politics of Propoganda During World War II (Berkely, CA: 
University of California Press, 2002), 85 
11 Kelman, Station Identification: A Cultural History of Yiddish Radio in the United States. 208 
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Rights Movement was drawing national attention to the matter of racial equality. Media 
participation became an important arena in this debate; in fact, the National Advisory 
Commission on Civil Disorder—better known as the Kerner Commission—specifically 
cited a lack of diversity in broadcasting as a contributing factor to the rioting that erupted 
in the African-American neighborhoods of many American cities. The number of 
minority-owned and operated radio stations did begin to rise at this time, as did public 
involvement in radio regulation.12 Chicano activists even secured their own bilingual 
station in California, where just a few decades earlier government authorities had 
attempted to outlaw the Spanish language from the airwaves altogether. The new station 
was called La Voz del Pueblo—‘The People’s Voice.’13 This is the atmosphere in which 
a new community of immigrants became established in the United States and began to 
seek their own broadcasting outlets. 
 
 For Haitian-Americans in the 1960s, radio was most important as a tool for 
political mobilization. This is because Haitian migrants of this period consisted largely of 
political refugees fleeing the repressive regime of François Duvalier. Over the course of 
the decade, 30,000 Haitians immigrated to the country legally, with many more arriving 
on temporary visas.14 These exiles came mostly from the urban and educated middle 
class, and their primary goal was to challenge Duvalier’s rule and eventually return 
 
12 Documents of American Broadcasting, ed. by Frank J. Kahn, Fourth (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 
Inc., 1984). 233 
13 Casillas, p. 51. 
14 Flore Zéphir, The Haitian Americans (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2004). 68 
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home.15 One community leader of the time described it this way: “All of us symbolically 
had a packed suitcase in the house ready to leave at a moment’s notice.”16 The clear 
signal of return that they awaited, however, never truly came. 
The new arrivals settled predominantly in enclave communities—over 75% lived 
in New York City alone—and they pursued activism above integration.17 This tendency 
in the Haitian community presents something of a contrast with earlier black immigrants 
from the Caribbean, many of whom actively sought to identify themselves with African-
Americans along lines of race, and to consequently “become black.”18 This was 
especially true in New York, where Harlem had nurtured the Pan-Africanist thought of 
W.E.B. Dubois, Alain Locke, and Marcus Garvey—himself a native of Jamaica. History 
helps explain the different stance taken by this first large cohort of Haitian immigrants. 
They came not from a colony, but from an independent state with a distinct language and 
history—“a nation that was won through bloodshed and united by blood.”19 This proud 
legacy of nationalism is a key element in understanding the strength of Haitian 
transnationalism.20 For many, the notion of cultural assimilation and the acceptance of 
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full US citizenship amounted to a “shameful betrayal of the Haitian homeland.”21 Given 
this orientation, it is not surprising that Haitian immigrants clustered together, working 
quickly to establish clubs, organizations, newspapers and eventually radio stations that 
provided information and services internally, and in their native language of Haitian 
Creole.  
 Lionel Legros landed in the Miami airport in the summer of 1966, dressed in the 
flamboyant style of the time and carrying a stack of records—78s he had brought from 
Haiti. He moved to New York to join his mother, who had arrived several years earlier 
hoping for a prompt return home that never materialized. Legros got a job at Columbia 
University, where he then began studying, and where in 1969 he started the first local 
Haitian radio program in the country. L’Heure Haïtienne (“The Haitian Hour”) broadcast 
every Sunday, and it soon became a news and entertainment hub for the exile community. 
Eventually the show expanded to two hours and at one point four hours; it also became 
more openly critical of the Duvalier regime. The Haitian consulate even complained to 
the university that the program was hurting tourism to the country, and demanded its own 
representation on the station. For a time at least, the administration stood by the program. 
Columbia had been the site of massive student demonstrations in 1968, sparked in part by 
racial tensions between the university and the black residents of neighboring Harlem. 
 
Identification Among Second-Generation Haitian Immigrants in New York City (Westport, CT: Bergin & 
Garvey, 2001), p. 1. 
21 Glick-Schiller and Fouron, p. 111. 
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According to Legros, these events helped mobilize support for his program on the student 
radio station.22    
 Despite the success of L’Heure Haïtienne, broadcasting (and therefore listening) 
options for Haitians in the United States were still extremely limited in the late 1960s. If 
the nation’s 20 million African-Americans were barely represented in media ownership, 
it is not surprising that for the relatively small Haitian community, securing a license for 
their own round-the-clock station was simply beyond reach. To understand why this was 
the case, we must consider the notion of ‘scarcity’ in broadcasting. The number of usable 
radio frequencies is finite, and commercial broadcasters have pushed since the 1920s to 
keep the number of radio licenses to a minimum so as to maintain the clearest possible 
signals. Regulators have generally supported this scarcity model, and in 1969 it was even 
upheld by the US Supreme Court, with Justice Bryon White writing for the seven-
member majority: 
Where there are substantially more individuals who want to broadcast than there 
are frequencies to allocate, it is idle to posit an unabridgeable First Amendment 
right to broadcast comparable to the right of every individual to speak, write, or 
publish…only a few can be licensed and the rest must be barred from the 
airwaves.23 
 
The fact that the Haitian community was centered in New York City—the most crowded 
radio market in the country—made the chances of obtaining one of these coveted licenses 
remote. And the deregulation of the radio industry, beginning in the 1970s and continuing 
through the 1990s, would make the process even more difficult. But two alternatives 
 
22 Lionel Legros, personal communication, 8/13/15. 
23 Kahn. 286 
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began to emerge during this same time: subcarrier stations, and unlicensed stations—
sometimes simply called “pirates.” 
The growth of subcarrier stations is in fact a byproduct of the larger trend of 
deregulation. To understand how they work, consider that any given radio frequency is 
capable of carrying more than one signal; for example, a station broadcasting stereo audio 
is actually transmitting the two channels separately. Subcarrier stations lease one of these 
‘sidebands’ and distribute special receivers to their listeners that modulate the frequency 
so as to pick up that signal. As an example, if most New Yorkers tune in to 97.9 they get 
Spanish-language hits from Mega FM, while a modified receiver will get political news 
in Haitian Creole from Radio Soleil. Subcarrier frequencies were deregulated in 1983, 
meaning that stations were free to lease them out to anyone without obtaining a license 
from the FCC. This made it far easier for church groups and linguistic minorities to get 
their own full-time stations, but it also means there are no records of how many 
subcarriers are out there.  
 Ricot Dupuy is the director of the subcarrier station Radio Soleil, and a highly 
visible member of the Haitian community in Flatbush, Brooklyn. Growing up in New 
York, he recalls waking up every Sunday to hear L’Heure Haïtienne; eventually he went 
to work at the community’s first subcarrier station, Radio Tropicale, and then came to 
Soleil. I spoke with Dupuy in the small yard behind their Nostrand Ave studio, where he 
told me about the challenges facing subcarrier operators today. Every month he must pay 
a significant fee to the ‘mother station’ that transmits Soleil’s signal, and because that 
signal can only be picked up by a modified receiver, Dupuy must work constantly to 
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build an audience. Audio quality for subcarriers is similar to that of AM radio, so most 
stations feature talk and politics over music, and their audience tends to be middle-aged 
and older.  
Unlike subcarrier frequencies, unlicensed signals can be picked up by any radio 
receiver without requiring a special chip. All you need is an FM transmitter—which 
today can easily be purchased online for as little as a few hundred dollars—and of course 
a willingness to break the law. Radio broadcast equipment used to be much harder to 
come by, but Ricot Dupuy and Lionel Legros both recall hearing low-powered stations 
around New York as early as the mid-1970s; at the time many listeners didn’t even 
realize they were illegal. Since the 1990s, as commercial radio has become increasingly 
homogenous and transmission equipment increasingly accessible, unlicensed stations 
have popped up in cities throughout the country. This growth has been most dramatic in 
New York, Miami, and Boston, which have also had the highest rates of Haitian 
immigration during this time.24 The result of these trends is that Haitian broadcasting in 
the United States diverged along two separate paths—legal and illegal—both competing 
for the same listeners, but each with different advantages and limitations. In the final 
years of the 20th century, online broadcasting began to offer a third path—one that was 
completely legal and potentially global in reach. But by this time other social changes 
were also underway that would influence how the Haitian-American community adopted 
and adapted this emerging technology.    
 
 
24 John Anderson, A Can of Worms (forthcoming, n.d.), 24 
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In 1986 a popular uprising in Haiti led to regime change, but the new 
democratically elected leader was deposed in a military coup just a few years later. This 
chain of events produced the largest movement of Haitian migrants to date. In the twenty 
years between the coup of 1991 and the earthquake of 2010, the population of Haitian 
immigrants living in the U.S. tripled and now tops 600,000.25 That population is also far 
more dispersed, following a national trend of this time in the geography of American 
immigration. When Lionel Legros founded L’Heure Haïtienne, less than 5% of the US 
population was foreign born; today that figure is closer to 13%.26 The scale and diversity 
of these new immigrants, combined with the economy’s increasing dependence on their 
labor, has helped to spread new arrivals far beyond historic ‘gateway cities.’27 Today 
Miami has surpassed New York as the largest concentration of Haitian-Americans, with 
fast growing communities in Boston, Philadelphia, Orlando, and Atlanta. Even within 
those regions, Haitian families are dispersed throughout neighboring cities and counties 
like Long Island, Westchester and Jersey City in the case of New York; or Randolph and 
Brockton in the case of Boston. In South Florida, meanwhile, the Haitian-American 
population in the North Miami suburbs has now outgrown that of the urban enclave of 
‘Little Haiti.’28   
 
25 According to the Migration Policy Institute. Accessed 09/02/2018.  
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/haitian-immigrants-united-states-0 
26 According to the Migration Policy Institute. Accessed 11/20/15. 
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-immigration-
united-states#Current and Historical 
27 Douglas S Massey, New Faces in New Places: The Changing Geography of American Immigration (New 
York: New York : Russell Sage Foundation, 2008), p. 17. 
28 Cédric Audebert, ‘Spatial Strategies of Haitian Businesses in The Diaspora: The Case of Metropolitan 
Miami (2001-2009)’, The Journal of Haitian Studies, 19.1 (2013), p. 219. 
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 The orientation and experience of these more recent migrants informs the use of 
radio in the Haitian-American community today. Critically, there is an increased focus on 
building a life in the United States rather than returning to Haiti. The Haitian-American 
political scientist François Pierre-Louis argues that this shift from “protest” to 
“incorporation” occurred after the fall of Duvalier and subsequent failure of the new 
government.29 Consequently, community organizing during this period is more oriented 
towards domestic issues, including the designation of all Haitian immigrants as a high-
risk group for AIDS, and the forced repatriation of political refugees fleeing Haiti by 
sea.30 There is also increased investment in domestic businesses—including media—
leading in 2005 to the first purchase of a full-time radio license by a Haitian-American. 
The website of WSRF in Miami still advertises that distinction, with a blue ticker 
scrolling endlessly across the screen: “The First and only Haitian owned Radio Station in 
the Nation! 10,000 WATTS of AM POWER.”31 The station is owned by two brothers, 
Jean and Manny Cherubin, who relocated from New York to Miami in the 1990s just as 
the Haitian-American population there was growing most quickly. When Jean reviewed 
the US Census numbers from 2000 he knew that Haitians were significantly 
undercounted in the region, and seeing an opportunity, resolved to buy the station and 
license for AM 1580, which had previously served up a Jamaican radio format.32 The 
brothers increased the wattage of the station enough to cover the entire metro area and 
 
29 Pierre-louis. 54 
30 Zéphir, The Haitian Americans. 81 
31 WSRF http://wsrf.com/ Accessed November 2016 
32 Sallie Hughes and others, Haitian Community Media in Miami: Transnational Audiences, Journalists and 
Radio Programmers (Miami, FL, 2012), p. 58. 
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began broadcasting a mix of contemporary konpa music, Haitian politics, and local 
community affairs.33 The station’s success is a testament to the remarkable growth of the 
city’s Haitian population and the resources they now command. Even still, the station has 
an AM license, which because of AM’s inferior sound quality is far less competitive than 
licenses for the FM band. This is reflective of a larger trend in media ownership—over 
65% of minority-owned stations remain on the AM dial.   
 
Figure 3.1: The homepage of WSRF. Screenshot, 2019. Photograph by the author.  
 
A second important development of this period is the maturing of a ‘2nd 
generation’ who now make up a considerable portion of the total Haitian-American 
population. 2015 Census data showed approximately 1.1 million Americans of “Haitian 
ancestry,” of which nearly 400,000 were born in the United States—and even that figure 
 
33 Rose Coriolan (Operations Manager, WSRF), personal communication, 10/31/2015 
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is certainly a low-end estimate for the true number of 2nd and 3rd generation Haitian-
Americans.34 I employ this concept of ‘generations’ cautiously, because while the 
terminology is useful and widely understood, it also carries certain assumptions that are 
important to clarify. In terms of language, for example, we might assume that all 1st 
generation Haitian-Americans would be fluent in Creole while the 2nd generation would 
have limited proficiency; however, depending on when and how families migrate, settle, 
and raise their children, the opposite can often be the case. The issue is that the basic 
model of 1st, 2nd, and 3rd generations is grounded in the notion of progressive, or ‘straight-
line’ assimilation, and ignores the specificity of immigrant experiences.35 This has 
prompted scholars to propose alternatives that add further layers of distinction—such as 
the “1.5 generation”—or that focus attention on the common experiences of specific age 
cohorts, rather than their genealogical distance from the act of migration.36 This 
historically-grounded perspective is important to my own research, given that I am 
considering media choices in the context of changing technology, demographics and 
racial formations. I will therefore look to analyze the Haitian community along several 
characteristics besides ‘generation’—most importantly language and class.   
 
34 https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/haitian-immigrants-united-states 
35 Ruben Gowricharn, ‘Changing Forms of Transnationalism’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 32.9 (2009), 1619–
38 (p. 1619). 
36 Mette Louise Berg and Susan Eckstein, ‘Introduction: Reimagining Migrant Generations’, Diaspora, 
18.1–2 (2009), 1–23 (p. 2). Nina Glick-Schiller and Georges Fouron (2001) go so far as to suggest that the 
“2nd generation”—typically limited to the children of immigrants growing up in the receiving country—
should also include their peers living in the country of origin, therefore both emphasizing the strength of 
their continued ties, and also questioning the inevitability of the immigrants’ total assimilation 
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 Haitian-Americans today possess a diverse array of language skills, ranging from 
entirely dependent on English to entirely dependent on Creole. In an empirical study from 
2012, researchers at the University of Miami found that language ability was the primary 
factor in determining media consumption patterns among the city’s Haitian community.37 
Furthermore, they found that language ability correlated strongly with both socio-
economic status and internet access, such that low-income respondents were far more 
dependent on local Creole-language terrestrial radio, while middle-class respondents 
consumed a more diverse palette of programming on a range of platforms. For those who 
don’t speak Creole at all, there is a growing amount of Haitian-American media in 
English, such as the New York-based Haitian Times, founded in 1999, and the popular 
blog Kreyolicious.38 These are both print sources, however, which most likely reflects a 
shift away from French as the primary literary medium for Haitian-Americans. English-
language Haitian radio is far less common, and as we will see in the case studies, it is 
often broadcast by stations that target a pan-Caribbean or even Afro-Diasporic audience. 
Language skills and media consumption are deeply intertwined with choices of 
racial and ethnic identification. For some, a Caribbean—and specifically Francophone—
accent can be desirable as a tool for distancing oneself from African Americans, 
especially when dealing with law enforcement.39 At the same time, Haitian-Americans 
who grew up in the US and speak unaccented English have the freedom of choosing 
 
37 Hughes and others, p. 75-76. 
38See http://kreyolicious.com/ and https://haitiantimes.com/  
39 Yndia S Lorick-wilmot, ‘Between Two Worlds: Stories of the Second-Generation Black Caribbean 
Immigrant’, Trotter Review, 22.1 (2014), p. 84. 
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between adopting an outwardly African-American identity, accenting their linguistic or 
ethnic distinctiveness, or even attempting to ‘pass’ as Jamaican or Dominican.40 Each 
option is bound up in implications of class, race and gender, with several studies showing 
that children in upwardly mobile families tend to stress their ethnic heritage, while 
children in poor financial circumstances gravitate towards a black American identity, in 
part through their experiences of personal and institutional racism.41 The University of 
Miami study found that for bilingual or English-dominant Haitian-Americans who did 
identify with African American culture more broadly, listening to nationally syndicated 
black radio programs was a means of affirming that racial identity.42 Likewise, English-
language Haitian media is a means for that same language group to affirm their ethnic 
identity, even if they don’t speak fluent Creole. As should be clear by now, these 
identities are not fixed, but rather constantly negotiated and performed—and media is an 
important arena of this performance for both broadcasters and listeners.43  
 In recounting the history of Haitian-American radio since the fall of Duvalier, I 
have stressed the trend towards social, linguistic and institutional incorporation. It is 
important to note, however, that Haitian broadcasting remains for the most part marginal 
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and marginalized in the United States. A full-time radio license is far beyond the reach of 
local stations, many of which continue to broadcast illegally, despite mounting pressure 
from the federal government. In 2015, the entire congressional delegation of New York 
City sent an open letter to the FCC, demanding the agency crack down on pirate 
stations.44 Then in 2017 a Haitian radio station in Miami was issued the largest fine that 
federal law allows—almost $150,000—for broadcasting without a license.45 Warning 
letters went out at the same time to many more stations, including several in Boston—just 
in case they didn’t get the message.  
 If the risks of radio are high, surely the stakes are higher. The 2010 earthquake 
was a defining moment for many Haitian-American broadcasters, who suddenly found 
they had become a lifeline and even a switchboard for their desperate audiences. Jacques 
Antoine, whose show Haiti Focus usually occupies a Sunday morning slot on the student 
station at MIT, found himself broadcasting all day as host after host insisted that he take 
their time and stay on the air.46 Sanders Nicolas, who deejays on the unlicensed Radio 
Energy in Boston, told me that he was on for sixteen hours straight that day.47 Pointing at 
a water cooler across the room he said: “That was refilled four times; that’s why we keep 
extras here.” Sure enough, behind a desk was a row of five-gallon bottles. On air he gave 
the same advice—“drink water, not alcohol; don’t watch too much TV”—transforming 
his usual music show into a kind of group therapy session. More recent events like 
 
44 June 2015: https://chriscollins.house.gov/sites/chriscollins.house.gov/files/Upload.pdf 
45 Miami Herald: https://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-
world/world/americas/haiti/article177077711.html 
46 Jacques Antoine, personal communication, 5/29/2016 
47 Sanders Nicolas, personal communication, 10/13/2017 
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Hurricane Mathew in 2016 and the Trump administration’s revoking of Temporary 
Protected Status (TPS) in 2017 have renewed the urgency of Haitian-American radio. 
Sanders’ Radio Energy was one of the stations that received a warning letter in 2017, but 
unwilling to power down completely, they’ve attempted a compromise: shutting down 
the FM transmitter, but quietly keeping up their AM signal. As of this writing, they are 
still on the air. 
As this history illustrates, the choice of what to broadcast and how to broadcast it 
has great implications for Haitian-Americans, as does the choice of what to listen to and 
how to listen to it. In this context, the use of terrestrial radio transmission versus digital 
media platforms is not simply a matter of the old giving way to the new. That teleological 
relationship is disrupted by more powerful forces, such that a young woman in Boston 
might choose the airwaves, just as a middle-aged woman in Florida chooses the internet. I 
present these choices in a pair of ethnographic case studies—The Caribbean Flavor Show 
and Emergency Kompa—which together demonstrate the complex interaction of 
intention, reception and medium.   
 
The Caribbean Flavor Show 
It’s just before six o’clock and Bethsaida Emmanuel has no idea what music will 
top the hour on her radio show. The ads run on for a few more minutes, promoting the 
station’s new program director and a nearby law firm; she checks her phone. Then, 
deciding it’s time to start, Bethsaida opens YouTube on the studio laptop, searches 
around for a minute and cues up a track from the hip-hop TV drama Empire. On a second 
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tab she plans her next move—Missy Eliot—as she explains to me her process: “It’s the 
beat; if you don’t know the beat, you don’t know music.”48 The feel of one song inspires 
the next; by quarter past she pivots from American hip-hop to Haitian konpa—greeting 
the audience with “bonsoir,” and reminding them that this is the Caribbean Flavor Show. 
Over several hours, Emmanuel serves up a mix of zouk, konpa, reggae, soca, calypso, 
hip-hop, R&B, Congolese soukous, and other popular sounds of the Atlantic rim, all 
while calling out to her listeners by nation: “Haitians!” “Trinidadians!” “Jamaicans!” 
“Cape Verdeans!” “Africans!” To reach the kind of pan-ethnic audience that Bethsaida 
envisions, the program draws on her language skills, heritage and experience; and it 
utilizes a combination of both terrestrial and online broadcasting. In this section I aim to 
show how those personal, creative and technological elements of the show are connected, 
and why terrestrial broadcast remains a logical piece of that mix. 
The Caribbean Flavor Show launched in February 2016 as part of a larger 
rebranding of Radio One in Boston (not to be confused with Radio One in Port-au-Prince, 
described in Chapter Two). The station broadcasts at 98.9 FM from a pair of unlicensed 
transmitters in Boston and Randolph, Ma, but under the leadership of the new program 
director, Renel Tarte, Radio One is incorporating more online broadcasting and also 
seeking to broaden its audience beyond the Haitian community. A mission statement on 
the station website declares: “For decades our communities have been divided…African, 
African American, Caribbean/West Indies cultures. Let’s get together.”49 As part of the 
 
48 Personal Communication. Bethsaida Emmanuel, 5/3/2016 
49 http://www.radio1boston.com/about/ Accessed 5/4/2016. 
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overhaul, Tarte is in the process of building a new studio in Mattapan Square—home to 
the city’s most dense cluster of Haitian businesses—that will be a site for both radio 
broadcasting and music recording. When I first come to observe Bethsaida on the air in 
March of 2016, I can see in the back room there are discarded sheets of plywood—
negative outlines of the new but unpainted broadcast desk—a visual reminder of the 
transition. 
 Bethsaida brings her full energies to that desk, pushing aside the office chair so 
she can dance to her own show, and constantly sliding the fader for the computer’s audio 
output up and down to interject her own commentary: “Told you I was about to 
blow!…Calling my Haitians!…One nation!” In the first set I observe Bethsaida wraps up 
glistening with sweat, and turning to me for a celebratory high-five she lets me know: 
“That’s how it is every Monday through Friday.” Despite the vibrant performance, in her 
own words Bethsaida is not a DJ—“I’m a hostess.”50 She can’t work turntables or 
precisely match tempos; rather she produces her show entirely on YouTube, quickly 
clicking between tabs to achieve smooth transitions. Besides her infectious personality 
and an ear for the music—for figuring out “what might go with that same beat”— 
Bethsaida’s greatest asset is her biography. By heritage she is a mix of Haitian, Puerto-
Rican and Cape Verdean (she can get by in five different languages), yet her life is very 
much rooted here in Boston where she was born and raised. From this position of ‘in-
between-ness,’51 Bethsaida aims to “represent all nations, because I am diversified.”  
 
50 Personal communication, Bethsaida Emmanuel, 3/2/2016. All additional quotations are drawn from 
these two interviews. 
51 Lorick-wilmot. 
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This aim of “calling all nations,” and appeals to “one nation” or “one blood” 
appear throughout Bethsaida’s show and our conversations. I was immediately struck, 
however, by how her choices of inclusion and omission map onto the show’s advertised 
theme of “Caribbean flavor.” Missy Elliot makes it into the mix, but there’s no music 
from Puerto Rico, Cuba, and other Spanish-speaking islands of the Caribbean. Bethsaida 
explains the discrepancy in purely musical terms: “When it comes to salsa, merengue, 
bachata, it doesn't really fit into the Caribbean. It has its own little circle over there, and 
then the Caribbean stays Caribbean.” This claim resonates with a long tradition of 
musicians and scholars who have identified a sonic (and specifically rhythmic) ‘essence’ 
common to African, Afro-Caribbean and African American music, often explained 
through the logic of retention and syncretism.52 Even as essentialism—especially in terms 
of race—has lost intellectual credibility, the idea of a black musical essence in the 
Americas has continued to find new expressions. Some of these draw on specific 
analysis, as Samuel A Floyd Jr.’s argument for the existence of a “cinquillo-tresillo 
complex” in the circum-Caribbean,53 while others focus on what might be called 
“cognitive orientations.”54 Cultural historian Brenda Dixon Gottschild wrote in 2002 of 
an “Africanist aesthetic,”55 and in 2004 ethnomusicologist Veit Erlmann described black 
 
52 A.M. Jones, Studies in African Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 1959), p. 21; Ruth M. Stone, ‘In 
Search of Time in African Music’, Music Theory Spectrum, 7 (1985), 139–48 (p. 147). See Chapter One for a 
more detailed discussion of these two concepts. 
53 Samuel A. Floyd, ‘Black Music in the Circum-Caribbean’, American Music, 17.1 (2007), 1–38. 
54 Anthropologists Sydney Mintz and Richard Price use George Foster’s term ‘cognitive orientation’ in their 
seminal book The Birth of African American Culture (1976) 
55 Brenda Dixon Gottschild, “Crossroads, Continuities, and Contradictions,” in Caribbean Dance from 
Abakua to Zouk: How Movement Shapes Identity, ed. Susanna Sloat (Gainesville: University of Florida 
Press, 2002), 4 
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ecumenes as “communities of style.”56 Taken together, these various attempts to describe 
the unifying qualities of Afro-descendant music are what Paul Gilroy calls “anti-anti-
essentialism.” That is, they don’t suggest the existence of innate or biological 
characteristics tied to a person’s race—a view entirely discredited under the label of 
“essentialism”—but nor do they accept the opposite pole of “anti-essentialism,” which in 
its insistence on the social construction of race, has become in Gilroy’s words: 
“insufficiently alive to the lingering power of specifically racialised forms of power and 
subordination.”57 The result of this impasse is an “aching silence,” broken only by an 
“anti-anti-essentialism” that recovers the productive possibilities of generalization across 
Afro-descendant peoples—specifically in terms of musical traits.58 “Caribbean flavor” is 
one such generalization, which much like the term “Black Atlantic,” can be used to 
perform certain kinds of social work.  
In Bethsaida’s case, I argue that the project of uniting black immigrants of Africa 
and the Caribbean with native US blacks fulfills a certain market logic: she calls out to 
the nations that are most likely to listen as one. Boston, like most of the nation’s top 50 
radio markets, has at least one licensed full-time Spanish-language station.59 In fact, a 
2011 study by Wang and Waterman found that Spanish programming makes up the vast 
 
56 Veit Erlmann, “Communities of Style: Musical Figures in Black Diasporic Identity,” in Identity and the 
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57 Gilroy, p. 32. 
58 Gilroy, p. 36. 
59 Xiaofei Wang and David Waterman, “Market Size, Preference Externalities, and the Availability of 
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majority of licensed foreign-language stations in the US, while all other language groups 
are significantly underserved. Unlicensed stations such as Radio One, Radio Energy, 
Radio Concorde and Radio Beltop (all in Mattapan Square) have emerged to fill that 
unmet demand in smaller linguistic communities such as Haitian-Americans. Therefore, 
from a market perspective Bethsaida has little chance of competing with high-power 
stations for the Spanish-speaking audience, so instead focuses on listeners from the 
English and French-speaking Caribbean, as well as African immigrants—many of whom 
come from English or French-speaking nations. Boston’s largest Anglo-Caribbean FM 
station, called Big City, seems to have made a similar calculation, serving up a heavy 
rotation of Jamaican and Trinidadian music—with some shows featuring zouk, konpa or 
Nigerian Afrobeats—but virtually no Spanish-language music. Like Bethsaida on the 
Caribbean Flavor Show, Big City’s hosts speak almost entirely English—even when 
they’re playing Haitian music—to make the programming as broadly accessible as 
possible.60  
Racial identification is itself a crucial variable in determining a viable multi-
ethnic radio audience. Even though Cuba and the Dominican Republic bear a tremendous 
cultural influence from the African continent, only a slim minority of their emigrants 
identify as ‘black,’ and those that do make up only eight percent of all black immigrants 
to the United States.61 Further empirical research shows that many Latin American 
immigrants actively perform racial “boundary construction,” selecting unrecognized 
 
60 Shasha Dubuisson (host of Big City’s Sak Ap Fet Show), personal communication and broadcast 
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census categories such as indio/a and campesino/a, or simply responding “some other 
race” in order to separate themselves from American blackness.62 From Bethsaida’s 
perspective in Mattapan, which according to 2010 census data is over 75% black (well 
above the city-wide average) and only 16% Latino/a (below the city-wide average), it is 
easy to see why the Dominican Republic doesn’t fit in her sense of the Caribbean despite 
the fact that it shares an island with Haiti.63 The historic antagonism between these two 
bordering nations, as well as the continued discrimination against Haitians within the DR, 
has only heightened that sense of social distance—even within immigrant communities 
where Haitians and Dominicans do live side by side.64 The fact that Bethsaida—who is 
herself of Afro-Puerto Rican descent—reifies this separation of Latino/a music from the 
Caribbean flavor is a testament to how strong that linguistic and racial divide can be. 
Meanwhile, immigrants from Africa and the Anglophone Caribbean are far more likely to 
identify with “blackness” more broadly, to the extent that in cities like Boston and New 
York, over one quarter of those who racially identify as black are in fact foreign-born.65 
As anthropologist Nancy Foner has described: “In a real sense, West Indians learn to 
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‘become black’ in America and Britain.”66 Musically as well, urban African-American 
styles including hip-hop are intertwined with the stories of Anglo-Caribbean 
immigrants—perhaps most notably Clive “Kool DJ Herc” Cambell—lending a historical 
foundation to the musical essence Bethsaida claims for Caribbean flavor.67  
Looking at her specific circumstances, a number of economic, geographic, and 
social forces have also positioned Bethsaida to identify with US blackness in addition to 
her immediate ethnic heritage. Boston has one of the most ethnically diverse black 
populations in the country, with the Massachusetts Department of Health announcing in 
2008 that for the first time ever, more than half of black children in the state were born to 
an immigrant mother.68 Bethsaida was one of those children, and growing up in a mostly 
black low-income neighborhood along Columbia Road in Dorchester, she has been 
immersed in urban African-American culture from birth. She describes the city of her 
childhood as “on fire”—a dangerous place you wanted to escape. According to research 
by Haitian-American scholar Flore Zéphir, these circumstances reinforce the tendency for 
immigrants to “assimilate in the Black American underclass.”69 To underscore that point, 
when Bethsaida did finally travel to Haiti as an adult, she found that people there called 
her etrange—"a stranger”—because even though she was raised largely by a Haitian 
mother, her Creole is marked with an African American accent.  
 
66 Nancy Foner, In a New Land: A Comparative View of Immigration (New York: New York University Press, 
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67 Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
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Bethsaida’s assimilation of course, is not complete; she maintains her ‘in-
between-ness.’ This is evident in the very title of her show: Caribbean flavor—not black 
flavor or Afro-flavor. Like Paul Gilroy in his articulation of the ‘Black Atlantic,’ 
Bethsaida is looking past the African continent as the ‘root,’ and past the United States as 
the economic hub of black consciousness. In doing so, she affirms the importance of the 
Caribbean as a crucial ‘route’ by which this consciousness—as well as the bodies it 
connects—are circulated. Africa and the United States become the new peripheries, while 
the focus is on the ethnic homeland of Bethsaida’s ancestors and those of the show’s 
primary audience. Again, this follows a certain market logic. As anthropologist Michel 
Laguerre has observed of ethnic media in the Haitian community: “…there is a bit of 
self-interest—the protection of one’s job—in helping keep alive the relations with the 
homeland…because if Haitian-Americans assimilate too quickly, they will turn to the 
mainstream media.”70 As Radio One attempts to pivot its appeal from a specifically 
Haitian, to a broader Pan-Caribbean and even Pan-African audience, it too must reinforce 
ethnic ties even as it attempts to bridge them. It is the same balancing act that Emmanuel 
embodies in her life and in her show, between identification along lines of nation, 
ethnicity, language, race, and class. 
 Even as Radio One looks to update its programming, the station is not powering 
down its transmitter. This decision makes sense given their intended audience, which is 
ethnically diverse but geographically concentrated. With a modest power output, their 
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signal can blanket the neighborhoods of Dorchester, Roxbury and Mattapan, where both 
native and immigrant blacks are most likely to live and mingle with each other. And 
because these listeners are not necessarily connected through social networks or other 
media, radio’s publicness is an asset. Anyone tuning the radio dial around six p.m. can 
stumble on Caribbean Flavor, and with any luck, hear something they like and stick 
around. For many immigrant broadcasters over the past century, that wide-open quality of 
radio was a liability—stirring confusion and suspicion among some of its unintended 
recipients, who might hear the word “Mussolini” and assume that Italian-Americans are 
plotting against the nation, or hear a passionate sermon and mistake it for an angry 
tirade.71 The public nature of radio is why we see sensational news articles about pirate 
stations “hijacking” or “commandeering” the airwaves, their signals often described in 
terms of ‘noise,’ and ‘interference’—“a staticky stream of Caribbean music.”72 Yet for 
Bethsaida that same quality is a means to reach unintended listeners who do want to hear 
what she’s playing: newcomers, second generation immigrants, and multi-ethnic 
Bostonians like herself who can relate with Caribbean Flavor.  
Speaking after one of her shows, Bethsaida tells me that she imagines the show 
“bringing life to dead people,” a remark she quickly qualifies with a laugh: “not cemetery 
dead,” just people who are having a hard time with life. I asked her who she imagines 
those people are—these living dead that she animates with her show—and where they’re 
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from. She pauses for a second, acknowledges that it’s hard to know with certainty, points 
out that the broadcast range of the station is quite limited, and then declares that to her 
knowledge, “listeners are from all over the world.” Yet they are here, she says—in the 
neighborhoods and towns that surround their Mattapan studio. We talk for a few more 
minutes about listenership and song choice, then she checks the clock and realizes she 
has to run. Bethsaida is taking classes at Bunker Hill Community College so she can get a 
job in healthcare and raise her daughter in a suburb of Boston, far from the low-income 
neighborhoods where she grew up. Later on I wonder: will she still be able to pick up the 
station’s signal from her new home? 
 
Emergency Kompa 
Thirty-Three Dover St. in Brockton is a shared artist space about an hour’s drive 
from Boston proper: an old mill building with refinished wood floors and long hallways 
lined with contemporary art. Emergency Kompa set up their studio here in January of 
2018, and I first visit just a few months later, in May. Despite the recent move the studio 
looks tidy, as does its owner. ‘Lucky’ Buissereth meets me at the door—tall and thin with 
some graying hair; dressed professionally, but without the stylish flair of many Haitian 
broadcasters and musicians. Lucky went to culinary school and now runs his own 
business, Diamond Event and Catering, which has its main office in the city. Emergency 
Kompa is a side-project. It ran for five years as a regular weekday music show on an 
unlicensed station called Radio Beltop—right in the heart of Boston’s Mattapan Square. 
Then in 2017, Lucky and his partner Laspick decided to take it off the air and focus on 
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internet broadcasting. The decision was partly for his own peace of mind: “Sometimes 
when I'm doing the show at Radio Beltop, I’m scared. Any day, you can see anybody 
coming in, close your radio, take away everything.”73 That fear is somewhat justified: 
when I met the director of Beltop, he told me that his broadcast equipment had been 
seized by the government twice before.74 So with FCC enforcement actions again on the 
rise, Lucky and Laspick felt it was time to take the program elsewhere. When they 
applied for a space in the building on Dover St., Lucky had to present all kinds of formal 
documentation and paperwork, but he describes the bureaucratic process with a laugh of 
relief: “Because I've got my business certificate, my tax ID, and everything—I got 
everything legal right now.” 
For Emergency Kompa, the shift from terrestrial radio to online broadcasting is 
also an opportunity to broaden their programming and audience. They now have a 
dedicated TuneIn stream that features music 24/7, as well as a Facebook page that 
broadcasts all their hosted programs. Lucky recalls with frustration how he used to tune 
into 107.5 FM, the old frequency for Radio Beltop, only to lose the signal after a few 
miles of driving. Then he tells me with pride about a restaurant in Argentina that now 
plays the Emergency Kompa TuneIn stream all day long; he knows because they text him 
every time it stops working. “That's why I say: I'm not gonna do frequency, because 
frequency, that's limited. Broadcast on internet, is not limited.” For Lucky, that simple 
transition from “frequency” to “internet” broadcasting turned a two-hour local radio show 
 
73 Lucky Buissereth, personal communication, 5/17/2018 
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into a round-the-clock global music source. For his listeners, meanwhile, the focus on 
internet broadcasting has turned Emergency Kompa into a gathering place for a small but 
devoted community—regulars who know each other by name but never meet in person. 
In this section I focus on the community surrounding Emergency Kompa’s flagship 
program, which is hosted by Lucky’s business partner, Laspick Riddim, and regularly 
draws one to four thousand views on Facebook, plus about 300 listeners on TuneIn. Who 
are these listeners, and why do they gather here? To get there, first we need to understand 
the show itself, and its host.   
I meet Laspick on my first visit to the station, but he’s not there to broadcast. He’s 
there to help out Posse X, a local rap kreyól artist who started doing his own regular 
show on Emergency Kompa about a month earlier. The pair of men look the part of radio 
hosts: Laspick in bright sneakers with the tag still on (“That’s my second addiction,” he 
says, without specifying what the first is), Posse in a neon green hoodie with shoes to 
match. Posse is also toting a bag of LED light strips, still in their packaging. He goes 
about unwrapping and plugging them in, then lays the lights across the mixing board—
since the show is all on Facebook Live, visuals are important. Laspick meanwhile makes 
sure the room lights are bright enough for the iPad camera filming the show, and that the 
playlist is cued up on the computer.  
Laspick tells me that he’s there because he recently got some complaints from 
listeners about the show—nothing damning; in fact, the comments seem kind of mundane 
to justify contacting the station manager by text message. There are a few specific 
problems that Laspick wants to correct: first, Posse X has been talking too much over the 
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music, and needs to tone it down. But perhaps more importantly, Posse needs to 
remember to “big up” the listeners and take more time to read and respond to comments 
on the live stream. For Laspick, interaction with the audience is essential—everything 
you do on air must serve and strengthen that relationship. Later, as we watch the show 
from against the back wall, Laspick explains some of his own philosophy of animation. 
He comes from a family of broadcasters and worked for years at Scoop FM and Radio 
Metropole—both professional stations in Port-au-Prince—so he has strong feelings on 
the matter. “Every style of music has its own animation,” he begins, “There is some 
music that must be announced and left alone”—love songs and R&B for example. 
Reggae benefits from some commentary, and konpa even more so—especially if you’re 
playing the bootlegged live recordings that fill many weekend shows: “When I play live, 
I have to go with the flow.” 
After a slow start, Posse X finally greets his audience around 5:30, although the 
show is only scheduled from five to six p.m.: “Fanatik rap kreyól ransamble!” He wants 
to invite listeners to call in, but he doesn’t know the number for the studio phone. Lucky 
soon emerges from the next room with a large-font printout, which he tacks on the wall 
behind the computer. As Posse X is working, Laspick occasionally offers tips, at one 
point saying “kite mache, kite mache”—“let it be”—when Posse gives a string of 
interjections over the same verse. Laspick only intervenes once, when Posse turns off the 
music to talk and then gets distracted trying to choose the next song. The dead air is 
clearly bothering Laspick, who leans in to nudge the fader back up, ending the 
uncomfortable silence. Laspick wants to coach him in the finer points, but he can also see 
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that Posse has his own style that he brings from the stage—by the end of the show, Posse 
has wrapped himself entirely in the string of LED lights that he brought. “He’s different 
that guy,” notes Laspick.  
When Laspick animates his own show, these same exacting standards are on clear 
display. The live stream starts right at eleven, and his most devoted fans join 
immediately, often exchanging greetings in a mix of Creole and English: “Happy 
Tuesday EVERYONE,” “Bjr tout moun,” “Anmweyyyyuy!” There are birthday wishes—
not just to each other, but to children and family as well—or messages of encouragement: 
“Ladies and gentlemen it’s going to be a great productive day.”75  
 
Figure 3.2: Listener comments during a broadcast of Emergency Kompa. Screenshot, 
2019. Photograph by the author. 
 
 
75 Emergency Kompa on Facebook Live, 07/12/2018 
  
182 
Laspick likes to give a few minutes of just music while the viewer numbers creep up, 
then comes on to announce the day’s theme: ‘Konpa Love,’ or perhaps ‘Jedi Retro’—
Throwback Thursday. He always notes the date, time and any upcoming events, 
emphasizing the liveness of the show. Then he diligently calls out his regulars by name—
“Bonjou Firiame, bonjou Fred, bonjou Colette”—before diving into a long set of music 
with lively animation. This emphasis on interaction provides an opportunity for Laspick 
(and for me) to know his audience: to see their photos and follow their lives as they play 
out on Facebook. After observing several shows, I contacted a dozen of the most engaged 
listeners—those who commented and responded most frequently—and from that group 
conducted three extended interviews. Based on these conversations and observation of 
the respondents’ own social media activity, I have attempt to create a profile of the 
Emergency Kompa audience more broadly, and to understand how their listening choices 
reflect an array of social, demographic and economic circumstances.  
 
I speak with Firiame, Marie and Jowane individually, within days of each other, 
and am immediately struck by the parallels in what I hear. All three women immigrated 
from Haiti as children and are now middle-aged (late thirties to early fifties); they live in 
suburbs and work in cities, holding steady professional jobs. Firiame Larosa Bella 
Telson, who I introduced at the beginning of this chapter, works with the Florida 
Department of Health; Marie Colette Senat-Andre handles accounting at MIT’s Center 
for International Studies, and Jowane Theodat books patients at Boston Medical Center’s 
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Infectious Disease Center.76 They are all members of the Haitian-American middle class 
(here defined by educational attainment and profession); this is a group that has been 
consistently understudied in sociological literature, which instead focuses 
overwhelmingly on the experience of lower class immigrants in urban settings.77 All 
three speak English fluently but with an accent (a fact each of them points out explicitly), 
and embrace an outwardly ethnic identity; yet because their domestic and professional 
lives aren’t centered in predominantly Haitian spaces, they must actively seek out 
connections within the larger Haitian-American community. Listening is one way of 
making those connections.  
Emergency Kompa broadcasts in the middle of the day, so all three women listen 
while they work. Marie tells me how grateful she is to have her own office at MIT, 
making it easy to cue up the Facebook stream on her phone, even as she goes about her 
regular business on her computer. This dual experience is even reflected in her name: “At 
work I’m Marie—business woman, professional, devoted to her work, strict,” but on the 
livestream she goes by Colette, presenting a more casual persona. Maintaining these two 
selves simultaneously is no problem—“I can do my work with my eyes closed”—and 
when she has a free moment, Marie will check the comments as well. Jowane and 
Firiame recount a similar routine, which for both women offers a perfect combination of 
energizing music and social interaction. When I ask Jowane if she ever listens on TuneIn, 
she says “never”—because it would negate the whole social aspect of the show. She 
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communication, 7/5/2018; Jowane Theodat, personal communication, 7/5/18 
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wants to share the live stream with others, and let Laspick know she is there so he can 
give a personal shout-out. Marie tells me that she tried downloading the TuneIn app, but 
it’s been a while since she opened it. If she wants straight music, she’ll start a Pandora 
playlist; if she wants a music show with a personal touch, she likes to be part of the 
Facebook live.  
As our conversations drift away from basic biographical details and listening 
habits, the parallels continue—specifically in the orientation of these three women 
towards Haiti itself. Firiame left the country when she was ten, Marie when she was 
eleven, Jowane when she was twelve; so The United States is clearly home—the place 
where they’ve received most of their education, built their careers and raised their own 
children. Their social media feeds are mostly in English, and show these women in a 
variety of social spaces that are predominantly non-Haitian. Firiame attends Zumba 
classes at a community center on the outskirts of Orlando and went to see Jay-Z and 
Beyoncé on their 2018 tour; Jowane is promoting her own line of hair products that caters 
broadly to African-American women; Marie posts almost daily about her beloved Boston 
sports teams. But Haiti is always in their social mix—konpa concerts, Creole memes, 
Haitian family events—a fact they are all proud to advertise on their Facebook feeds. 
Marie, who is the oldest of the three, recalls a time in the 1970s when Haitian immigrants 
did not want to broadcast their identity in this way—some wouldn’t even help her with 
Creole translation in public, for fear of outing themselves. But Marie was the type of 
person who could not hide who she was, and so she is thrilled to see young people today 
who wear the Haitian flag, and to know that her own children choose to identify as 
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‘Haitian-American’ even though they don’t speak with an accent. Firiame feels the same 
way. Even though her Creole is limited, and she’s only been back to Haiti once—for a 
funeral after the 2010 quake—she’s adamant that she and her children are forever 
Haitian: “You can never forget where you came from.”  
The personal links to Haiti that Jowane, Marie and Firiame expressed took several 
forms—musical, cultural, spiritual, familial, linguistic, ethnic—but never political. They 
are not so much “long-distance nationals” in the sense described by Georges Fouron and 
Nina Glick-Schiller (2001); instead they share a frustrated relationship with the Haitian 
state, and a general disinterest in its day to day functioning. This aversion to hard news 
has direct implications for their media consumption, which is instead focused on stress 
relief, entertainment, inspiration, and interpersonal relationships. None of the three 
women listen to Haitian radio on the FM dial, with both Jowane and Firiame specifically 
citing these stations’ emphasis on Haitian politics as part of the reason. In Jowane’s 
words: “Since I left Haiti till now, nothing has changed…They just complain about the 
same problems over and over; they never have answers.” Listening online, on the other 
hand, allows a more customized experience, where to once again quote Firiame: “If I see 
negativity, I keep scrolling till I find something I like.” As she scrolls, Firiame can 
choose which parts of Haiti and Haitian-ness to draw into her daily life, and which parts 
to keep at arm’s length.  
Jowane tells a personal story that illustrates perfectly this play between distance 
and intimacy in her relationship with Haiti—a dynamic that is common to all three 
women. Her mother came to the states without papers, and her father passed away before 
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Jowane could get citizenship through him. Living without full documentation, she passed 
twenty-three years in the US without ever returning to Haiti. She had a grandmother there 
who she was very close to as a young girl—“My mother would always say that I loved 
my grandmother more than her”—and she promised her grandmother she would return 
and build a house for her. Jowane pauses there in the story to reflect: “Sometimes there is 
what you plan to do, then there is what happens.” When Jowane did get her green card 
and finally returned to Haiti, her grandmother had developed Alzheimer’s. The now-frail 
woman couldn’t remember her own granddaughter, but nonetheless the two could sit 
together in her final days, listening to music on the radio while Jowane patiently combed 
her grandmother’s hair.  
Now when Jowane talks about radio and media more broadly, she always speaks 
in terms of human connection—often over a distance—the kind she craved with her 
grandmother: 
There’s Haitians in Chile, Haitians in Brazil, Argentina. After Facebook, it’s like 
we all one. We are living in different parts of the world, but when you log into 
Facebook we are all one world—one nation sharing the same sentiments. 
 
She notes that like herself, many of those Haitians—especially in South America—don’t 
have the papers or resources to go home whenever they wish. They are missing their own 
loved ones, and perhaps failing on their own promises, but at least now they can stay 
connected—both with people ‘back home,’ and also with others like themselves in the 
diaspora. Firiame echoes this sentiment, saying that the show “feels like a family;” Marie 
says that after a few years as a regular listener, “it’s become like a ritual.” Whatever else 
is going on in their day, and however distant Haiti may seem from their office jobs, 
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Jowane, Marie and Firiame can look forward to a Facebook notification every time 
Laspick goes live, followed by a string of familiar greetings: “Bonjou,” “Cherie,” 
“Amweeeeey!” 
 I won’t claim that these three listeners represent the full range of Emergency 
Kompa’s audience, yet the intensity of their engagement with the show and the 
consistency of their interview responses suggest that they do represent a core 
constituency of that audience. Media producers and marketers might refer to them as 
‘superfans’—the ideal consumers around which brands are developed—the people you 
count on to not only tune in regularly, but also to actively promote the show to others.78 
They are valuable precisely because they can help Laspick connect with listeners like 
themselves: konpa fans who speak some Creole, don’t want to hear politics, and can 
listen to music while they work. They skew female, middle-aged, professional, and 
suburban; they are proud of their heritage but not necessarily surrounded by Haitian 
culture in their daily lives; and many are part of the so-called ‘1.5 generation’—meaning 
they immigrated as children and have lived most of their lives in the US. It is worth 
noting that Laspick himself does not match this listener profile. He’s younger, he doesn’t 
work a desk job and he immigrated to the US as an adult—consequently his language 
skills, sports loyalties and media habits are all quite different from those of Firiame and 
the other the listeners I spoke with. Nevertheless, he has created a program that caters to 
their desires—part of which is to foster a connection with Haitian society and culture.  
 
78 For more on this concept, see: https://www.forbes.com/sites/steveolenski/2016/05/31/for-real-
marketing-success-focus-on-your-superfans/#748492b785a1, https://www.adweek.com/digital/geoff-
smith-crowdtwist-guest-post-superfans/ 
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 Laspick’s production choices also reflect the specific tastes of his audience. He 
plays many konpa bands who had their peak in the 1990s or early 2000s—like Zenglen, 
Carimi or T-Vice—and digs back even deeper on ‘Throwback Thursdays.’ The energy of 
the songs and his animation are always moderate, the tone is positive, and the words are 
strictly PG. If Firiame’s headphones come unplugged suddenly, she doesn’t have to 
worry about what her colleagues would hear. Besides avoiding foul language, Laspick 
also avoids news and politics. I’ve even seen him post messages on Facebook criticizing 
other radio stations that feature too much political chatter, asking: how come that talk 
never amounts to anything?79 This same stance holds for all the shows produced at the 
Emergency Kompa studio; Lucky and Laspick want to separate Haitian music from 
Haiti’s divisive politics, much as the listeners I interviewed want to immerse themselves 
in Haitian popular culture, without hearing about the corruption and failings of the 
government. Even the location of the Emergency Kompa studio, in the middle-class 
‘ethnoburb’ of Brockton, reflects the lived reality of their core listeners. You can’t step 
out the door and hear Creole spoken on the street the way you might in Mattapan Square. 
You also can’t set up a 100-watt transmitter and hope to build a significant audience 
within a few mile radius. The Haitian community is there—just like it’s there in Apopka, 
Florida and Cambria Heights, Queens—you just have to know where to look, and where 
to listen.  
 
 
79 Posted 7/9/2018: NAN RADIO MAP TANDE ANPIL BEL ANALIZ POLITIK. MWEN TANDE ANPIL BEL 
STRATEJI. 
MEN POUKISA LE YO NAN PLAS LA YO PA APLIKE YO? 
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At the very start of my conversation with Firiame—before I had a chance to ask 
about devices, formats, licenses or platforms—she gave me her straight feelings on 
Emergency Kompa: “I love the radio station.” I was struck right away by her use of that 
descriptor—“radio station”—but I shouldn’t have been. Lucky and Laspick may not have 
a transmitter or frequency, but ‘radio’ is a medium that cannot be defined by its 
technology, only by the practices of its broadcasters and the experiences of its listeners. 
For Firiame, whether you’re talking about the “special radio” that picks up mysterious 
signals on her aunt’s kitchen counter, or the Facebook live that she pulls up on her phone 
at work, it’s all radio. This research project embraces that slippage, seeking out the 
connections that bridge technologies—but in the two case studies for this chapter I have 
also zeroed in on that very technological divide, telling the story of one station that 
transmits primarily on FM, and one that transmits only online. Seen up close, this line 
between ‘analog’ and ‘digital’ broadcasting is not temporal in nature—this is not a matter 
of inevitable forward progress or the new replacing the old; it’s a matter of deliberate 
strategy: who do you want to reach, and how do you want to reach them? In the case of 
Haitian-American radio, these simple questions are intertwined with larger dynamics of 
ethnicity, race, class, language and geography, all of which have shifted considerably 
over the past half century of large-scale migration between Haiti and the United States. 
Haitian-American broadcasting has certainly changed over that time, in large part 
because the Haitian-American community has itself changed and diversified.  
 The Caribbean Flavor Show and Emergency Kompa are produced for very 
different groups of listeners, which is reflected in their content as well as their 
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broadcasting methods. One target audience is ethnically diverse but geographically 
concentrated, with their shared urban environment and class position encouraging 
socialization across lines of language and national origin. The other audience is solidly 
Haitian but geographically dispersed, connected by a specific taste profile as well as a 
lifestyle that facilitates interactive listening during work hours. Both shows have at 
different times broadcast on-air and online, and their producers have similar access to the 
technology required for each. But ultimately, terrestrial broadcasting is worth the cost and 
legal risk for Caribbean Flavor, given their target audience, and it’s not worth the trouble 
for Emergency Kompa, given theirs. Haitian-American broadcasters have been 
performing this kind of calculus since the exile community first established itself in the 
1960s. For decades, their broadcasting options were extremely limited: time-slots on 
community and college stations, sub-carrier frequencies leased from commercial stations, 
and low-power unlicensed transmitters rigged up on rooftops. As devices and platforms 
for digital broadcasting have become ubiquitous, new options have emerged that evade 
the labyrinth of radio regulation, and also escape the geographic limitations of radio 
signals. This chapter has argued that the navigation of these various broadcasting 
platforms has real consequences—for both broadcasters and listeners—and yet there is 
also a clear thread of continuity: it’s all still radio.  
 The first time I visited Emergency Kompa in person was in May of 2018, a few 
days before Haitian Flag Day, which marks the first raising of Haiti’s blue and red banner 
during the nation’s founding Revolution. The studio is almost an hour south of my home 
in the city, and during the drive it occurs to me that I am retracing the show’s own 
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journey from Boston’s Mattapan neighborhood, where Emergency Kompa first went on 
the air, out to its new home in Brockton. That move parallels the dispersal of the Haitian 
community itself, from bounded ethnic enclaves out into smaller cities and suburbs—
places where upwardly mobile Haitian-Americans seek better opportunities for their 
children, and places where low-power FM radio doesn’t make as much sense as it did in 
the city. As I pass through Mattapan Square, the streets are lined with blue and red in 
anticipation of this coming weekend’s parade, and I see familiar Haitian businesses like 
Ketou Boutique and Las Vegas Express with their doors open. But when I turn on the 
radio I have to hunt around to find any Creole spoken. Radio Beltop, the station where 
Emergency Kompa first broadcast, has powered down since the last round of FCC 
warnings. Radio One, where The Caribbean Flavor Show used to air, is gone as well. I 
can only find one Haitian station on the FM dial here. Most of them seem to have moved 
on. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: The Artist as Broadcaster 
 
Early one August morning in 2016, the singer JPerry shows up at the Radio One 
studio in Pétion-ville wearing a camouflage-print jersey with his own name spelled across 
the back: “JPERRY.” He’s there as a guest on Carel Pedre’s popular morning program, 
Chokarella, and he’s come with another singer named Mikaben. The reason for the visit 
is a new song that the pair released together, but their conversation soon turns to 
government policy. That is because the day before, JPerry and Mikaben had held a press 
conference at the Haitian copyright office—Le Bureau Haïtien des Droits d’Auteur, or 
BHDA—where they officially registered their song for protection under the nation’s 
fledgling copyright system. The director of the BHDA spoke at the event as well, and she 
held up the two young singers as an example for other Haitian artists: “When you register 
your work with the BHDA, you protect the work, and the BHDA will seek out money for 
you from those who utilize your work.”1 Of course, radio is one of the industries that 
utilizes music the most in Haiti, and would presumably have to pay for it under this 
system. Now JPerry and Mikaben are here at a radio station to discuss how all this might 
play out. 
 On the air that morning, Carel, JPerry and Mikaben are uniformly optimistic 
about the prospects for copyright in Haiti. They discuss some of the details surrounding 
intellectual property—about blanket licenses for radio stations, fees for individual DJs or 
 
1 Emeline Prophete, Interview with Claudia Francis, 8/10/16, translated by the author. 
http://www.chokarella.com/emeline-prophete-interviewee-par-claudia-francis-10-aout-2016 
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clubs, and royalties paid directly to artists—with all three men agreeing that the money is 
there; the BHDA just needs to “distribute it to the right people.” 2 It’s common 
knowledge in Haiti that many stations demand payment from artists in order to play their 
music, what’s known as ‘payola,’ but now the flow of money could begin to reverse in 
the artists’ favor. JPerry even argues that a copyright system would incentivize Haitian 
stations to play even more local music: “If a radio host knows that they have to pay 
foreign (blan, literally ‘white’) artists in order to play foreign music, and they have to pay 
Haitian artists for Haitian music, they might as well play more Haitian music.” Everyone 
around the table nods in agreement. This conversation, which is broadcast over the 
airwaves of Port-au-Prince as well as the social media pages of all three participants, 
highlights the complex role of a figure that I have previously ignored: the musician. How 
do music creators fit in the networks of analog and digital media? How do they utilize 
these platforms to support their own careers—and in some cases, work outside them 
entirely? 
After the broadcast wraps and everyone poses for photos, I have a chance to talk 
privately with Carel, the host, as well as Mikaben. Off-air, Carel is not so sure that radio 
stations—even major-market players such as his own—can actually afford to pay for the 
music they play. He suggests that royalty payments to artists might have be to “symbolic” 
in the beginning, and then stations would have to demonstrate the value of their music 
programming so that they could raise advertising rates to cover the cost of more 
 
2 Chokarella, 8/11/16, all quotations translated by the author. https://soundcloud.com/chokarella/carel-
pedre-x-jperry-mikaben-interview-11-dawou-2016 
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substantial payments. Mikaben is also more frank about the current situation: “There’s no 
copyright generated for Haitian artists.” Despite the big press conference and the formal 
paperwork, the BHDA is not collecting any money or writing any checks at the moment. 
But Mikaben remains optimistic that “this is not going to last too long anymore. This is 
going to change.” Our brief conversation takes place outside, in the front seat of his car, 
but an hour after that I am surprised to see that Mikaben is still standing out on the street 
taking selfies with fans—one long arm stretched up in the air for a flattering angle. It 
turns out the starter on his car is broken.  
JPerry meanwhile, is long gone, and as I learn later, he’s not waiting on that 
royalty check from the BHDA either. He has found an alternate platform through which 
he can broadcast his own music straight into homes, gyms, schools, cruise ships and 
movie theatres around the world—and get paid for it too. His platform is Zumba, the 
dance fitness brand, and while he has been extraordinarily successful distributing music 
this way, JPerry is not unique in his pursuit of financial autonomy, or in his utilization of 
alternate media platforms that skirt the radio industry altogether. In this chapter I present 
his story alongside that of MasterBrain, an up-and-coming artist who is also attempting to 
build a global fanbase on his own terms—even from his own bedroom. Both artists 
utilize digital platforms like Facebook and YouTube, and both illustrate the concept of 
the artist as a broadcaster. They animate their own music using many of the same 
techniques found in the radio studio: injecting personality, providing context, curating 
experiences, and interacting with listeners. As in the previous chapters, I attempt to 
understand these two case studies as extensions of Haitian radio as a practice, but I also 
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want to challenge that line of thinking somewhat, by considering the limits of radio and 
digital media for these artists trying to make a living.  
The chapter begins with a historical perspective on the political economy of 
Haitian music—paying special attention to the value placed on ownership and autonomy. 
I argue that the very idea of “liveness” in Haitian media is entwined with the nation’s 
lack of copyright law, and that the way in which artists animate their own music is a 
continuation of that same dynamic: they must embed their music in the lives of listeners 
in order to open up other sources of revenue. Digital and mobile technologies may enable 
this form of ‘self-broadcasting’ today, but they do not explain its specific relevance in the 
Haitian industry, where recorded music is valued primarily as a form of social capital 
rather than as a commodity. The first case study illustrates this specificity by following 
MasterBrain through the run-up to his first-ever performance in Haiti, which he sees as a 
pivotal opportunity for converting social capital into actual income. The second case 
study returns to JPerry and his Zumba partnership, which I understand as another form of 
self-broadcasting, except that these broadcasts actually earn revenue directly from their 
consumers. Throughout the chapter, I argue that the ways in which MasterBrain and 
JPerry work to distribute and monetize their media reflect a long legacy of radical 
autonomy in Haiti, one born out of revolution and reinforced through conditions of 
material and political insecurity—including the absence of a formal copyright system. 
Rather than see these circumstances as proof of Haiti’s ‘backwardness,’ however, I see 
them as productive of a distinctive musical modernity in which artists deploy digital tools 
strategically as part of a broader cultural practice of risk management. So even as many 
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Haitian artists are understandably frustrated with the informal structure of their industry, I 
ultimately find that creators like MasterBrain and JPerry are not stuck in the margins of 
modernity—and if they are at the edge at all, it may well be the leading edge of where 
other industries are headed.  
 
A Figment of Imagination 
Haiti is exceptional, something reiterated constantly by the two facts that are often 
called upon to define it: Haiti is the only nation in the world to emerge from a successful 
slave revolt, and it is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere. These twin facts—
while far from a complete picture of Haiti—do have specific implications for the way its 
music is bought, sold, owned and shared. Most countries outside of Europe inherited 
copyright systems and even performing rights organizations (PROs) from their former 
colonizers, with both these institutions continuing to play a crucial mediating role in the 
financial relationship between musicians and broadcasters.3 Haiti’s unique colonial 
history and ongoing political instability have made that particular story impossible. For 
an illustration, look at the websites for BMI and ASCAP—the two organizations that 
collect and distribute royalty payments for music licensed in the United States. Both have 
“reciprocal representation agreements” with similar organizations in other countries, and 
provide a list of these partners. Jamaica has an organization on the lists, so does the 
Dominican Republic, Honduras, Mexico—every country in the region except for Cuba 
 
3 Krister Wallis and Roger Malm, Big Sounds From Small Peoples: The Music Industry in Small Countries 
(New York: Pendragon Press, 1984) 71. See also: Laing, “Copyright, Politics and the International Music 
Industry.”  
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(due to its political isolation), and Haiti.4 As far as the international copyright system is 
concerned, Haiti is a black hole: no payments go in our out. But to understand the full 
significance of copyright law—and its absence—we need to look back further than the 
Haitian Revolution, to the origins of this economic model for governing the circulation of 
music.  
Copyright emerged in the wake of the printing press, which facilitated for the first 
time the mass reproduction of literary works. During the 17th century, stationer’s guilds 
throughout Europe began to advocate for regulation of this new market, and in 1710, the 
British parliament passed the world’s first copyright law—The Statute of Anne. The 
statute did exactly what the word “copyright” suggests: regulate who had the right to 
produce copies of written material. Similar laws for sheet music came more than a 
century later—in 1831 in the U.S. and 1842 in the U.K.—supporting the dominance of 
publishing houses in the music industries of those countries through the remainder of the 
19th century.5 Given these origins, music copyright law is fundamentally rooted in 
European norms of cultural expression, which privilege individuality and originality as 
essential to any new work;6 and more specifically, in printed notation as the primary 
 
4http://www.bmi.com/international/entry/reciprocal_representation_agreements_foreign_performing_ri
ghts_societies and https://www.ascap.com/help/international/affiliated-foreign-societies Both accessed 
12/3/16 
5 Reebee Garofalo, ‘From Music Publishing to MP3: Music and Industry in the Twentieth Century’, 
American Music, 17.3 (1999), 318–54 (p. 319). 
6 I recognize that my own usage of terms like “artist” and “music creators” reinforces this European 
understanding of authorship as tied to individuals. I use them for the sake of clarity, but as will become 
clear in the case studies, these terms do in fact describe a distinct group of actors in the Haitian music 
industry, with a distinct role and financial interests. 
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medium for defining the work itself.7 Much like a CD or cassette, the score is simply a 
material container for musical ideas, but with copyright protection it becomes a legal 
embodiment of the music, allowing the artistic work to function as a commodity like any 
other. This basic model is now enshrined in law throughout the entire world, and it’s 
often presented as inevitable, universal and comprehensive—the only way to organize a 
modern music industry. I want to complicate that understanding, first by looking at the 
internal tensions of the system itself—which have only been exacerbated by the 
introduction of new modes of mechanical reproduction—and then by considering the 
“informal” musical economies that have always existed outside and alongside that 
system.   
From their earliest implementation, copyright laws of all kinds attempted to 
balanced two opposing values: the right of creators (or other rights holders) to control the 
use of their works—in theory, incentivizing the creative act itself—and the right of the 
public to access and enjoy those works. So although we often speak of copyright in terms 
of ‘intellectual property,’ there are generally limits on this ownership; it is perhaps better 
understood as a form of state-sanctioned monopoly that eliminates competition within 
certain areas.8 Seen in this light, it is not entirely surprising that Adam Smith himself was 
unsure of the merits of copyright law, or that a similarly-minded English politician wrote 
 
7 Music and Copyright (Second Edition), ed. by Simon Marshall, Lee and Frith (New York: Routledge, 2013), 
p. 11. 
8 According to media scholar Siva Vaidhyanathan, quoted in: Marshall, Lee and Frith, Music and Copyright 
(Second Edition) 5. 
  
199 
of copyrights in 1841: “for the sake of good, we must submit to evil.”9 Copyright thus 
exemplifies the tension between freedom and restriction that is at the heart of capitalism, 
a tension that will return throughout this story.10 The first music copyright laws managed 
this tension primarily through defined time limits, after which the work would pass into 
the “public domain,” but it was felt in many other aspects of the system as well. For 
example, in the U.K., law did not require music venues to pay for the right to present 
copyrighted music in public—only to purchase the sheet music—with the idea that 
composers would then benefit from the exposure by selling more scores. This caused an 
international dispute in 1890, when the French composers’ organization (SACEM) began 
demanding fees from British singers and music hall owners, in accordance with their own 
domestic laws.11 In legal terms, the incident revolved around a different means of 
balancing the interests of rights holders (composers) and rights users (performers) 
between the French and British systems, and it is indicative of how this tension would 
only deepen during the 20th century.  
The development of electronic media such as sound recording and radio 
broadcasting challenged the very meaning of an artistic work, performance, or 
reproduction—ushering in a new era of copyright law. Through a series of legal and 
legislative actions in both the United States and Europe, the right to copy a score or lead 
 
9 Quoted in Ruth Towse, “Copyright and Economics,” in Music and Copyright (Second Edition), ed. Simon 
Marshall, Lee and Frith (New York: Routledge, 2004) 57. 
10 Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986) 49. 
11 Dave Laing, ‘Copyright, Politics and the International Music Industry’, in Music and Copyright (Second 
Edition), ed. by Simon Marshall, Lee and Frith (New York: Routledge, 2004), pp. 70–85 (p. 72). 
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sheet would ultimately become just one of a “bundle of rights”—overshadowed in 
economic importance by so-called “neighboring rights,” which govern the broadcasting 
of protected works, and “mechanical rights,” which govern the recording or mechanical 
inscription of protected works.12 This change did not happen all at once. In fact, the 
American music industry initially viewed the new media as merely promotional devices, 
with publishers even encouraging widespread recording of their works in order to 
increase sales of sheet music (much like the former British system of allowing free 
performance rights, again as a means of stimulating business for publishers).13 Even after 
record sales did become an important revenue source, many companies would pay to get 
their releases stocked in jukeboxes or played on the radio as a way to gain exposure, 
reversing the expected flow of revenue from rights users to rights holders. This practice 
of ‘payola’ was eventually outlawed, and the opposite model of radio stations paying to 
license music took hold, much as the model of artists paying for the right to record cover 
songs became the norm in both the United States and Europe. As these examples 
illustrate, each shift in the means of mechanical reproduction invites a renewed debate of 
the system’s fundamental tension: what aspects of a work should be owned and 
monetized? What aspects should be shared freely? The initial vacillation on these 
questions by industry players shows that the system that ultimately emerged in the United 
States—and is now largely taken for granted—is in no way inevitable.  
 
12 The term “mechanical” here describes the use of player pianos to mechanically reproduce sound, 
reflecting this technology’s important place in negotiating the question of copyrighting sound, before 
sound recording itself became a commercial industry.  
13 Sterne, p. 190. 
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The copyright regimes of different countries responded to the pressures of 
technological change in diverse ways, and this has led to a confusing patchwork of legal 
systems, only loosely bound together by international conventions. To get a sense of this 
variety, consider that in Germany and Japan, performance rights and mechanical rights 
are managed by the same organization while in Britain they are managed by separate 
organizations; in the US musicians are free to record any song so long as they pay the 
compulsory license fee, while in some countries an artist needs explicit permission from 
the rights holder in order to cover a song.14 In many cases, these technical differences 
reflect culturally specific modes of consumption. In the Indian market, for example, the 
protection of recorded music has historically been a low priority because the industry 
generated much of its revenue through film sales and cinema tickets.15 And in Japan, CD 
rental has remained a popular business for decades after the practice was banned in the 
United States and many other countries.16  
But just as often, the emergent copyright regimes of the 20th century reflect the 
relative power of specific industry interests—record companies, radio broadcasters, 
music composers, and other stakeholders in the circulation of music—each of which are 
represented by dedicated trade organizations. A strange but illustrative example of this 
process comes from two of Europe’s smallest states. Even after most of Western Europe 
had joined the 1961 Rome Convention, which set standard international guidelines for the 
 
14 Marc Perlman, ‘Is a Download a Performance?’, in The Oxford Handbook of Mobile Music Studies, 
Volume 1, ed. by Sumanth Gopinath and Jason Stanyek, 2014, i, 1–25 (p. 7). 
15 Manuel, Cassette Culture: Popular Music and Technology in North India, p. 48. 
16 Cummings, p. 194. 
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protection of mechanical and neighboring rights, Monaco and Luxembourg declined to 
sign. Both countries had relatively small recording industries, yet they had high powered 
radio stations that could broadcast into the lucrative markets of their much larger 
neighbors. Therefore, they had little incentive to enforce a strict copyright regime, which 
would have forced domestic broadcasters to pay for all the imported music they played, 
and so the two states only opted in to the Rome Convention many years later, after the 
formation of the European Union.17 The United States has a similar relationship with the 
Berne Convention, which it only joined in 1988—more than one hundred years after its 
creation—largely due to specific regulatory objections from the powerful domestic film 
industry.18  
Hardware manufacturers comprise yet another powerful lobby driving the 
diversification of copyright law, and it famously came into direct conflict with record 
companies over the issue of home taping. In 1987, the Japanese electronics company 
Aiwa—a subsidiary of Sony—launched a new digital audio tape (DAT) that could record 
two hours of CD-quality audio, but the device was initially only available in Japan due to 
international fears of copyright infringement. Ultimately, the Electronics Industries 
Association of Japan (EIAJ) would negotiate directly with the International Federation of 
the Phonographic Industry (IFPI), agreeing to a series of technical modifications to 
inhibit the copying of CDs.19 The irony of this entire episode is that in 1988, just before 
 
17 Laing, p. 76. 
18 https://jolt.law.harvard.edu/digest/the-motion-picture-industry-critical-issues-concerning-moral-rights-
and-authorship 
19 Barry Fox, ‘Technology: Record Industry Faces up to Digital Tape’, New Scientist, 1990. 
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these negotiations began, Sony purchased CBS records, and so became a stakeholder in 
both sides of the dispute. While remarkable in its timing, this situation is not unique; as 
media entities have become increasingly consolidated over the course of the 20th century, 
a single company can easily find itself aligned with multiple different interests, further 
complicating the process of legal jockeying that accompanies each change in devices, 
formats and consumption patterns.  
I want to consider a final example of how copyright regimes respond to changes 
in technology and their users’ behaviors, and in doing so, bring this particular historical 
narrative up to the present day. In the cassette era, American law permitted the sharing of 
music between individuals, but this changed in the early 2000s with a series of lawsuits 
against file-sharing sites such as Napster and Limewire—and even against individuals 
who participated in this digital exchange. That legal pivot, in which two analogous 
practices found themselves on opposite sides of the law, shows once again a change in 
technology and user practices disrupting the copyright regime’s profit model—all 
Napster did in this case, was make music sharing easier—prompting a renewed 
consolidation of intellectual property rights.20 Around this same time, a parallel chain of 
litigation pursued the emergent musical styles of turntablism, sampling, remixes and 
mash-ups—all of which challenged the confines of copyright by taking ‘finished’ works 
as their raw materials.21 As court rulings defined the range of legal possibilities, creators 
and consumers followed suit, with the use of sampling in hip-hop, for example, declining 
 
20 Jonathan Sterne, ‘How the MP3 Became Ubiquitous’, in The Oxford Handbook of Mobile Music Studies, 
ed. by Sumanth Gopinath and Jason Stanyek, 2014, VOLUME 1, 1–23 (pp. 10–11). 
21 Mark Katz. 
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significantly in the new millennium, along with file sharing. This series of events 
illustrates what copyright critics have alternately described as “digital totalitarianism,” 
“unlimited property rights,” and “the intrusion of IP law into everyday life.”22 
No matter how all-encompassing copyright law has grown, however, it is 
important to consider the extent to which economies of recorded sound have continued to 
function entirely outside these systems, most notably in the Global South. This 
geographic grouping encompasses roughly three-fourths of the world’s population, and 
so I will attempt only a few broad strokes on the subject in general, followed by more 
focused examples. If you visit a music vendor in Honduras, Sudan or Bangladesh, 
chances are good that the albums for sale are not delivering profits directly to the artists, 
and nor are many of the radio stations and public venues that play those albums. Instead, 
the music circulates “informally,” which is to say, freely and largely beyond the control 
of any rights holders. In contemporary economic literature, this distribution system is 
usually described in terms of an absence or lack of copyright enforcement. In fact, 
creative industries are commonly defined as “copyright-based industries,” marking 
copyright itself a precondition for industrial modernity. Therefore, industries without 
such structure are considered “fragmented,” “underdeveloped,” and in need of legal 
reform, “lest they fall even further behind.”23 This language of deficit and disorder, 
 
22 Marshall, Lee and Frith, p. 202; Cummings, p. 201; Joanna Demers, Steal This Music: How Intellectual 
Property Law Affects Musical Creativity (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2006), p. 112. 
23 Daniel Power, Dominic and Hallencreutz, ‘Profiting from Creativity? The Music Industry in Stockholm, 
Sweden and Kingston, Jamaica’, in The Popular Music Studies Reader, ed. by Andy Bennet, Barry Shank, 
and Jason Toynbee (New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 260; Keith Nurse, The Caribbean Music Industry, 2001 
<http://www.carib-export.com/SiteAssets/Caribbean_Music_Industry_REPORT.pdf>; Mark F. Schultz and 
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however, does not account for the technical and creative sophistication of informal 
economies. To make this point, I will consider three factors that help to explain the logic 
of their operation: distribution infrastructure, notions of authorship, and local economic 
interests. 
In his 2003 book on media in urban Nigeria, Brian Larkin defines piracy as “a 
mode of infrastructure that facilitates the movement of cultural goods.”24 This framing, 
which many copyright experts would consider a contradiction of terms, builds on the 
work of other scholars such as Adrian Johns and Ravi Sundaram, who similarly locate 
piracy within industrial modernity—highlighting its mobility and innovation—rather than 
outside it, as an aberration or pathology.25 For Larkin, this focus on infrastructure helps to 
emphasize the rapid, efficient and systematized nature of Nigeria’s unlicensed media 
distribution, qualities echoed by Peter Manuel and Jayson Beaster-Jones in their work on 
India’s informal music sector.26 Writing in a similar vein, anthropologist Ryan Skinner 
describes a single marketplace in Bamako, Mali, where informal vendors control eighty 
percent of all the country’s commercial music distribution. To an outsider, the space itself 
is a “cavernous labyrinth, plastered with all manner of goods,” yet the absence of formal 
regulation also helps to generate “an affective mix of economic opportunity and 
 
Alec Van Gelder, ‘Creative Development: Helping Poor Countries by Building Creative Industries’, Kentucky 
Law Journal, 97 (2007), 79–148 (p. 10). 
24 Larkin, Signal and Noise, p. 14. 
25 Ravi Sundaram, ‘Recycling Modernity : Pirate Electronic Cultures in India Pirate Electronic Cultures in 
India’, Third Text, 47 (1999); Adrian Johns, The Nature of the Book: Print and Knowledge in the Making 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). 
26 Jayson Beaster-Jones, ‘Music Piracy, Commodities, and Value’, in The Oxford Handbook of Mobile Music 
Studies, Volume 1, ed. by Sumanth Gopinath and Jason Stanyek (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); 
Manuel. 
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heightened activity that quickens the pace of exchanges, entries, and exits.”27 It’s a well-
tuned commercial center, and as one of the merchants explains to Skinner, this market is 
just one node in an international network that brings CDs from Nigeria and Benin at 
wholesale prices, to be sold locally for a modest profit—none of which goes to the artist 
who recorded the music.  
Pirate infrastructures around the world have developed in tandem with local 
practices of music creation, circulation and consumption. A good example of this process 
is Jamaica, where the constant recycling and versioning of popular songs defies the very 
idea of an ‘original’ work. As Michael Veal argues in his book-length study of dub, 
Jamaican attitudes towards intellectual property reflect the fact that the island’s musical 
forms “remained orally based until the era of sound recording and never passed through 
the intermediate stage of printed music that was fundamental to the establishment of 
copyright norms in Europe and the United States.” Therefore, Jamaica entered the 
phonographic era with a widespread understanding that all music existed in the public 
domain, and has developed a recording industry based on that understanding.28 It’s an 
industry characterized by rapid diffusion of ideas and turnover of talent—with producers, 
DJs and touring sound systems often holding more influence than the artists 
themselves—and that industry has become a significant force on the international music 
 
27 Ryan Thomas Skinner, ‘Artists, Music Piracy, and the Crisis of Political Subjectivity in Contemporary 
Mali’, Anthropological Quarterly, 85.3 (2012), 723–54 (p. 732). 
28 Michael E. Veal, Dub: Soundscapes and Shattered Songs in Jamaican Reggae (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 
University Press, 2007), p. 91. 
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market, despite relatively little integration in the international copyright system.29 It is 
worth noting that the widespread popularity of Jamaican music, and indeed Afro-
American musics more broadly, is closely associated with the diffusion of recording 
technology, which was able to effectively convey and commercialize these styles in a 
way that the sheet music industry never could.30 For some, this is evidence of the 
fundamental obsolescence of conventional copyright, which cannot escape its own 
imbrication in the print culture of early modern Europe—an idea I will return to at the 
close of this section.31 
Finally, in understanding the flourishing of informal music economies, it is 
important to keep in mind that the international copyright regime was created by and for 
the colonial powers of the Global North, and accordingly, is designed “to suit the 
interests of the larger, richer nations.”32 Therefore, just as Luxembourg and the United 
States have chosen to opt out of specific legal frameworks when it did not serve their 
domestic interests, there is also a financial logic to maintaining copyright-free music 
economies in countries that are primarily importers of copyrighted material—which 
include virtually all of the post-colonies of Asia, Africa and Latin America. Even a 
regional production powerhouse like Mexico, for example, imported $809 million worth 
 
29 Dominic Power and Daniel Hallencreutz, ‘Profiting from Creativity? The Music Industry in Stokholm, 
Sweden and Kingston, Jamaica’, in The Popular Music Studies Reader, ed. by Andy Bennet, Barry Shank, 
and Jason Toynbee (New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 258. 
30 Michael Chanan, Repeated Takes: A Short History of Recording and Its Effects on Music (New York: 
Verso, 1995), p. 20. 
31 Jason Toynbee, ‘Musicians’, in Music and Copyright (Second Edition), ed. by Simon Marshall, Lee and 
Frith (New York: Routledge, 2004), p. 131. 
32 Wallis, Roger and Malm, p. 71. 
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of sound recordings and sound media in the year 2000, while exporting only $587 
million. That same year, China’s import ratio was even higher—$780 million to only 
$328 million in exports.33 The big caveat to these figures, which come from the 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics, is that they cannot account for the full extent of informal 
distribution, which in the case of Mexico and China, would most likely only expand the 
gap between imports and exports. Meanwhile, in terms of global sales, the music 
recording and publishing industries are dominated by a handful of big players: The 
United States—which claimed almost 30 percent of global revenues in the year 2000, 
followed by Japan, Germany, the UK and France.34 In this environment, incorporation 
into the international copyright regime represents a net loss for many countries, even if it 
could also stand to benefit domestic artists.  
 Given all these facts about informal music economies—their efficiency, their 
embeddedness in cultural practices, and their protection of local interests—it is worth 
asking why most countries participate in the international copyright system at all. Local 
pressure from content creators is certainly a factor,35 but the main reason has nothing to 
do with music. The expansion and enforcement of copyright law in Asia, Africa, Latin 
America and the Caribbean has been driven by its integration with international trade. As 
Europe and the United States declined as manufacturing powers in the second half of the 
20th century, their governments became increasingly concerned with protecting exports 
 
33 D Throsby, The Music Industry in the New Millennium: Global and Local Perspectives, Global Alliance for 
Cultural Diversity (Paris, 2002), p. 7. 
34 Throsby, p. 5. 
35 For an analysis of how musicians participate in the political discourse surrounding copyright, see 
Skinner 2012. 
  
209 
from their copyright-based industries, including entertainment, computer software and 
medical technology. According to historian Alex Sayf Cummings, “The U.S. strategy 
was clear: offer developing countries tariff reductions and access to its markets and 
services in exchange for enforcement of intellectual property rights abroad.”36 For policy 
makers and trade negotiators in the 1970s, music was an afterthought compared to value 
of say the pharmaceutical industry, yet record companies were able to leverage the larger 
forces at play for their own ends. Around this same time, the American record industry 
was beginning to consider the value of international markets such as Mexico, Brazil and 
Nigeria—markets where copyright was not strictly enforced—and that combination of 
industry interest and political pressure brought about a wave of music copyright reforms 
and piracy crackdowns from Jakarta to Delhi to Kingston. 
Keith Nurse, formerly the director of a research institute for trade policy at the 
University of the West Indies, has documented how this period of widespread copyright 
reform played out in the Caribbean.37 One by one, countries joined the Berne Convention 
and World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO); then in the 1990s many 
subsequently reformed their laws to comply with new World Trade Organization (WTO) 
standards. To give two brief examples: in 1997 the Dominican Republic—after being 
placed on a piracy “Watch List”—created a new inter-agency group for combatting 
piracy, and in 1999, Jamaica established a new organization (JACAP) for collecting and 
distributing royalty payments. The economic results of such efforts have been mixed 
 
36 Cummings, p. 192. 
37 Keith Nurse, ‘Copyright and Music in the Digital Age: Prospects and Implications for the Caribbean’, 
Social and Economic Studies, 49.1 (2000), 53–81; Nurse, The Caribbean Music Industry. 
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according to Nurse, as many Caribbean states are too small to generate domestic royalties 
on a meaningful scale, and much of what is collected is sent out of the country. In his 
words: “updated legislation and enforcement procedures will further facilitate an outflow 
of royalty payments from developing countries as they are net importers of copyright 
works.”38 
 Haiti felt the effect of these larger trends, but has ultimately followed its own 
path. There was no copyright system left in place by a former colonizer, nor were there 
strong local industry organizations that might push to create one. As I’ve discussed 
previously, radio has long been the primary mode of distributing recorded music in the 
country—reinforcing a cultural understanding of music as a public good, rather than a 
private commodity. Commercial recording did not begin in Haiti until the 1950s, shortly 
before the infamous Duvalier family began their thirty-year hold on the country. As the 
political situation worsened, many musicians and producers fled to the United States, 
such that to this day much of the Haitian music industry—often abbreviated as the 
“HMI”—is actually in New York and Miami. In the U.S., many Haitian artists would and 
still do register their music with an American rights organization such as ASCAP; others 
joined the French society SACEM—but neither holds any sway within Haiti, where these 
artists’ music gets the most radio play and commercial usage. With no system for 
collecting royalties, artists have typically been paid a flat fee for their recordings and 
retain no rights to their music. According to Gage Averill, this model reflects the 
“peculiar features of Haitian capitalism,” which privileges quick returns over long-term 
 
38 Nurse, ‘Copyright and Music in the Digital Age: Prospects and Implications for the Caribbean’, p. 78. 
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investments as a strategy of “risk reduction.”39 And with no system for preventing 
unauthorized reproduction—or ‘piracy’—even these quick returns have become 
increasingly tenuous with the spread of cassette, and later digital technology.   
The first signs of policy change began with the fall of the Duvalier regime in 
1986; and as with the region in general, copyright reform was linked with international 
relations. Jean-Bertrand Aristide became Haiti’s next president in 1990, then was forced 
out by a military coup less than a year later, and finally returned to power in 1994 with 
the American military at his back. Almost immediately Aristide adopted a U.S.-supported 
trade policy that slashed tariffs on imported rice, and in August of 1995 he signed the 
Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works. According to Gage 
Averill, this act established the first basis for intellectual property rights in the country in 
its nearly two-hundred-year history. The very next year Haiti joined the WTO, which at 
that time had recently instituted a new policy on copyright enforcement for all its member 
states called TRIPS (The Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property 
Rights). The policy had a ten-year window for compliance, and exactly nine years later, 
in 2005, Haiti’s Minister of Culture and Communication formally created the first Haitian 
copyright office: Le Bureau Haïtien des Droits d’Auteur (BHDA).  
 
When I first visited Haiti in 2016, yet another decade had passed and copyright 
remained an elusive ideal. Music vendors displayed pirated wares in plain view, selling 
 
39 Gage Averill, A Day for the Hunter, A Day for the Prey: Popular Music and Power in Haiti (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1997) 24. 
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specialty compilations and live recordings for about 75 cents per CD—of which they pay 
half to a distributor and keep half in profit.40 No infringement suits had been filed or 
royalty checks cashed, and radio stations continued to play music freely. Copyright also 
remained the subject of ongoing debate, as evidenced by the on-air discussion I described 
between JPerry, Mikaben and Carel Pedre. Yet this business environment, with its total 
lack of copyright enforcement, has nourished a distinct musical economy in which 
“liveness”—the extent to which a song is embedded in the world and experience of its 
listeners—can be far more valuable than any paperwork from the BHDA, assuming it’s 
leveraged in the right way.  
 
40 From Brian Larkin, Signal and Noise: Media, Infrastructure, and Urban Culture in Nigeria (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2008), prices based on personal observation.  
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Figure 4.1: Unlicensed CDs for sale. Jacmel, 2016. Photograph by the author.  
 
In thinking about liveness from the artists’ standpoint, the term functions as an 
index for social capital, or more colloquially—relevance.41 So while in commodity terms 
the broadcaster and artist have an exploitative relationship, with one taking goods from 
the other and giving nothing in return, in social terms the two have a collaborative 
relationship.42 By animating and disseminating the artists’ songs, radio generates social 
 
41 This idea of recorded music as social capital is not original to my work, for example see Stefan Fiol, 
‘Making Music Regional in a Delhi Studio’, in More Than Bollywood: Studies in Indian Popular Music, ed. by 
Bradley Booth, Gregory and Shope (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013). 
42 This dynamic bears some resemblance to the ‘two-sided market’ model of tech companies such as 
YouTube and Facebook, which similarly facilitate “an exchange between two different types of users that 
value each other’s presence, without this relation being one of buyers and sellers.”See Eriksson and 
others, p. 165. 
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capital that accrues to both artist and broadcaster. And as I argued in Chapter One, konpa, 
the leading genre of Haitian terrestrial radio, is very much suited to this collaboration, 
leaving ample room for the host to animate each song through shout-outs, commentary 
and musical wordplay. Fito Hyacinthe, who for fifteen years managed CaRiMi, one of 
Haiti’s top konpa bands, confirmed this dynamic in our conversation: radio play is 
essential to success, but only as a source of promotion.43 In much the same way, when an 
artist is interviewed on Chokarella, or their song is featured on a compilation by a 
popular DJ like Tony Mix, that act of uncompensated reproduction is yet another source 
of social capital for both parties.  
Artists can then monetize this capital in two basic ways: direct sponsorship, and 
performance. Carnival floats, which I discussed in Chapter Two, can draw significant 
revenue from major brands in the food, banking, imports and telecommunications sectors. 
The artist whose song best captures the mood of the moment—a status determined 
collectively by artists, broadcasters and listeners—will bring in the most sponsors. At the 
2018 national Carnival, an instrumentalist on that year’s champion float told me that the 
artist earned a total of $130,000 over the three day event, with the truck decked out in 
different logos each night.44 Advertising deals for television or billboards can also be 
lucrative—especially in a country whose biggest celebrities are without a doubt its 
musicians—although without real contract enforcement, there is nothing to prevent 
brands from using an artists’ work or even likeness in perpetuity. This is why revenue 
 
43 Fito Hyacinthe, personal communication, 7/19/2016 
44 Serge Turnier, personal communication, 2/12/2018 
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streams tied to physical presence and participation are the most secure, the most notable 
of course being live performance.  
Haitian artists must tour constantly in order to survive, but because their primary 
markets are spread out along the US East Coast and the Caribbean, this touring generally 
takes the form of a never-ending stream of weekend outings. For Fito Hyacinth and the 
members of CaRiMi, this meant catching a plane just about every Friday afternoon and 
getting home late on Sunday. Fito lives with his family in a suburb of Boston, and the 
other parents at his daughters’ school would ask why he always came to basketball 
practices, but never came to the games, so he just started keeping a video on his phone of 
the band performing in front of thousands of people. “Their jaw would just drop,” he told 
me.45 From the end of June till Labor Day the pace would accelerate to four shows a 
week, often including an extended run of the Haitian countryside with direct sponsorship 
from airlines and hotels. Christmas time would bring another surge in activity, so that the 
band often ended the year with well over one hundred performances. Fito distinctly 
remembers the day he earned one million miles with American Airlines, and got a 
premium black credit card. For music fans, this constant touring means that even in a 
provincial Haitian city like Jeremie—home to about 30,000 people—they can expect to 
see the top acts pass through every year, while in major hubs like Port-au-Prince or 
Miami they can see their favorite bands on a regular basis. As I will discuss more 
concretely in the case of MasterBrain, there is a distinct strategy in the way artists 
 
45 Fito Hyacinthe, personal communication, 12/20/2016 
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approach these various performance markets, and in the way they use various media to 
access them. 
Despite the existence of these alternate revenue streams, the absence of a formal 
copyright structure remains a source of constant frustration for many music creators, 
made more poignant by the stories of towering artists who died destitute.46 One leading 
music producer named Serge Turnier described the day to day reality to me by posing a 
question: “Have you ever been to see improv?” Then he continued with a laugh, “So the 
music industry in Haiti is pretty much the same thing.”47 In many respects, Turnier is in 
the worst possible position, because as a producer he gains far less social capital from a 
hit song than the singer does. Therefore, he relies on a direct fee paid by the artists he 
works with, and given that the actual recording will generate very little income, most 
artists don’t want to invest heavily in its production. Due to the structural nature of the 
industry, Turnier has to constantly work to justify his own value, hence the game of 
improv. An entertainment lawyer named Melissa Bernier—who for obvious reasons, is 
similarly invested in copyright enforcement—describes the situation in even more 
dramatic terms: “The Haitian music industry is fictitious. It’s a figment of everyone’s 
imagination.”48 I asked what would make the industry ‘real.’ Her answer: rules, structure, 
contracts and specifically—copyright.  
The fact that much of the HMI is in fact based in the United States—Turnier 
currently works from Florida, Bernier from New York—contributes to this feeling that 
 
46 Averill, A Day for the Hunter, A Day for the Prey: Popular Music and Power in Haiti, pp. 26, 120. 
47 Serge Turnier, personal communication, 8/6/2018 
48 Vania Andre, “The Haitian Music Industry’s Dirty Secret: It Doesn’t Exist,” The Haitian Times, 2013. 
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Haiti is outside of the mainstream and lagging behind the world. From our conversations, 
I believe this is what Bernier means when she describes the industry as ‘not real,’ but to 
my ears, this invocation of reality and imagination reveals a lot more than just 
professional frustration. It reveals a fundamental tension between a political economy 
based on copyright and one based on the social capital of liveness. What makes one real 
makes the other untenable, and vice versa. Copyright creates value by fixing the form of 
creative works and limiting access to them. A work only becomes ‘real’ in this system 
when it is registered and regulated. Liveness on the other hand creates value through 
recontextualizing and reinterpreting those same works, which become more and more 
‘real’ through this process of unlicensed circulation.49 That deep-seated tension highlights 
the stakes of copyright enforcement in Haiti: it would do more than just give artists a 
royalty check; it would shape the possibilities for musical creation and exchange.  
As I have argued throughout this opening section, it is a mistake to hold up 
copyright law as singular and inevitable, and to evaluate the Haitian industry simply by 
what it ‘lacks’ according to World Trade Organization standards. A growing body of 
literature supports this perspective, showing how regulatory failure is itself a generative 
and productive force in those so-called ‘fragmented’ and ‘underdeveloped’ media 
industries of the Global South.50 Gavin Steingo, in his book-length work on the South 
African genre kwaito (2016), outlines an alternate understanding of ‘authorship’ and 
 
49 Gavin Steingo makes a similar point of about realness and circulation in Steingo, Kwaito’s Promise: 
Music and the Aesthetics of Freedom in South Africa. 
Larkin, Signal and Noise; Gavin Steingo, ‘Sound and Circulation: Immobility and Obduracy in South African 
Electronic Music’, Ethnomusicology Forum, 24.1 (2015), 102–23.  
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‘ownership,’ in which “the creative process is an encounter with preexisting material,” 
rather than an act of individual imagination.51 Michael Veal, writing on Jamaican dub, 
suggests that such practices of musical recycling could in fact be “considered important 
forerunners of the digital age,” in which “reconfiguration” is a dominant mode of 
composition.52 Jason Toynbee even advocates replacing the entire model of international 
copyright, with one “derived from the cultural practice of people of the African 
diaspora.”53 And historian Alex Sayf Cummings theorizes piracy itself as a herald for 
future modes of production that are decentralized, on-demand, and interactive—an early 
model for the entire phenomenon of social media.54 So if authorship is interactive and 
pirates are prophets, then Haiti no longer looks like the outlier—it looks more like the 
future, or at the very least an alternate present.  
  There is a special resonance to considering this question of radical alternatives in 
the context of Haiti, because so much of the country’s history reflects an ongoing 
struggle with established economic systems—most notably against slavery, but 
continuing against the economic logic of plantation production and commodity export. 
As historian Laurent DuBois convincingly argues: “Haiti’s people have repeatedly turned 
away from social and political institutions designed to achieve profits and economic 
growth, choosing to maintain their autonomy instead.”55 Of course, individual autonomy 
 
 
 
52 Veal, p. 93. 
53 Toynbee, p. 131. 
54 Cummings, p. 208. 
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and social instability share a complex relationship; both feeding on the other in turn. 
Longstanding practices of mawonaj—of resistance to large scale systems of control—are 
in many respects a response to systemic failures in governance, education, healthcare and 
political incorporation, yet they also contribute to the destabilization of those very 
systems, for good and for bad. In the case of land management, for example, local 
autonomy has protected small landholders and the social-religious networks (lakou) that 
bind them together, but at the same time has contributed to Haiti’s deforestation, erosion, 
and declining agricultural productivity.56 The lack of large-scale management systems 
has been both a blessing and a curse.  
Much the same can be said of music production in Haiti, which is undeniably 
vibrant, but often fractured by rivalries and strife. Serge Turnier, the music producer 
quoted earlier, told me once that in the HMI, the competitive culture is so strong and the 
regulatory structure so weak, that broken contracts and even acts of outright sabotage are 
common. One day on the Carnival route, he pointed to the tents pitched near a float for 
men who were keeping watch all night, making sure no one came and siphoned their gas 
or left sharp objects beneath the tires. Fito Hyacinthe told me about competitors hiring 
operatives to drop tear gas in concerts or rush the stage with guns—“in Haiti, it’s part of 
the business.” The way Turnier sees it, the other guy would always prefer that both of 
you lose, rather than let you win. Better that everyone suffers together, he told me; that’s 
the logic in Haiti. I take these problems and frustrations to heart, a reminder that for many 
in the country’s music industry, there is nothing romantic or inspiring about it. 
 
56 Fernandez Olmos, Murphy, and Paravisini-Gebert, p. 118; Catanese, p. 24. 
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Nevertheless, I do aim to take that industry seriously as a kind of radical alternative, and 
specifically as a site of innovation—not just in terms of beats and lyrics, but also in terms 
of distribution, promotion and listener engagement. The artists whose stories will animate 
the remainder of this chapter are not counting on copyright reform, nor are they counting 
on radio stations and record stores. They have created their own platforms and become 
their own broadcasters. They are attempting to imagine another way forward, much as 
Haiti’s founders imagined a revolution that was “unthinkable even as it happened.”57  
 
MasterBRAIN FreeSTYLE KinG #sanplimsankaye 
 Vladimir Mead likes to read a room much like he reads a social media feed, 
always watching out for what gets a reaction, and waiting for the right moment to make 
his move. I first observe this process in a campus ballroom at UMass Boston. It’s a long 
well-lit space—the kind that feels empty no matter how many people are in it—and it’s 
nowhere near full today. The crowd is pretty much all Haitian, but they’re young; most of 
them grew up and went to school here—and some of them, have probably never even 
heard of the “HMI.” Vlad watches from the back with dark sunglasses on, knowing that 
the most important sign from the audience will come before he even gets on stage, at the 
moment the MC mentions his artist name: MasterBrain. The MC builds up to it this way: 
Alright so this next artist we have coming to the stage ladies and gentlemen—
well, before I mentioned ‘HMI.’ What that stands for is the Haitian Music 
Industry. This next artist is top number one in HMI. What that means is, this 
brother walks the streets of Boston so humble you wouldn't even tell, that he's sort 
 
57 From an often quoted analysis of the Haitian Revolution in: Michel-Rolf Trouillot, Silencing the Past: 
Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995) 73. 
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of a big deal. So what I need you all to do, is give it up for my man, 
MasterBrain.58  
 
The response is tepid, but Vlad rises and heads towards the front of the room—the host 
continuing to hype him up: 
Look at him: humble, just chilling in the audience with his sunglasses on. Now 
I'm gonna say it again, ‘cause I told you we all about the energy in here, I need 
you all to give it up for my man, MasterBrain! 
 
This time the crowd gives a solid cheer, and Vlad jogs up the metal steps to the stage 
accompanied by the steady beat of his recent release, “Mesi Blan.” Despite the less than 
ideal circumstances, he puts on a good show—pivoting quickly from lyrical hip-hop to 
more danceable pop, and then following his instincts, he jumps off the oversized stage to 
sing in the midst of the small but thrilled crowd.  
Vlad leaves feeling energized, but having known him for some time at this point, I 
know that his mind is already thinking about another stage. It’s probably set up on a 
dusty soccer field, with generators humming nearby and vendors milling about with 
bottles of rum and spiced conch meat. The air is hot and thick, and the show doesn’t start 
till after midnight. This stage is in Haiti. Vlad left the country as a teenager, and he hasn’t 
been back in the ten years since. Now he is beginning to plan his triumphant return as 
MasterBrain, and standing in the hallway of the UMass campus center he imagines it out 
loud: “Man, in Haiti, when they call my name on stage, I think I'll have to shed a couple 
tears you know what I mean, because I know it will be big. I know that.” In this section I 
follow MasterBrain to that stage, highlighting the media platforms he uses to animate and 
 
58 Recorded at UMass Boston Tchaka Night, 4/14/2017 
  
222 
broadcast his own music—building a following from afar in hopes that he can return 
home a star. Although MasterBrain is very much invested in the political economy of 
liveness, and in building social capital through the free distribution of his music, his story 
also illustrates the limitations of that economy. Social capital, after all, must still be 
transformed into economic capital. So much like Melissa Bernier’s argument that the 
whole HMI is a figment of imagination, in Vlad’s world, his artistry does not become real 
until people can see it, touch it, and pay for it. 
 
Vlad’s journey back to Haiti begins on social media—Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram, Snapchat, WhatsApp—this is where Vladimir Mead became MasterBrain, and 
where he found his first fans. In his own telling, Vlad arrived in the U.S. at age seventeen 
and showed up at his new high school without speaking a word of English. Early on there 
were misunderstandings—he’d repeat the new swear words he was learning right in front 
of teachers—but Vlad eventually gravitated towards hip-hop as a means of understanding 
his new language and surroundings. As he recounts this period, the two of us share a six-
pack of Prestige beer around a broad table, and Vlad interrupts his own narrative to drop 
in verses by Jay Z, Eminem and Lil Wayne—“go and get your money little duffle bag 
boy…”—verses he learned by heart without even understanding their meanings. The 
words were just sounds then, but he could understand that his peers responded to them.  
By the time he graduated, Vlad had been recognized as “most popular” in his 
senior yearbook, and started posting his own freestyles on Facebook. Those early videos, 
he says, were just about “nonsense—girls, money and stuff,” and they earned little 
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attention. That changed with a song he called “Long Way.” Vlad found the beat for it 
online, which included a hook in English: “Oh, we got a long way to go, and there's no 
going back from the life we used to know.” He liked the sentiment, so he cued up the 
track and started freestyling about his own journey: how he has “come from very far” but 
is “going farther,” and how he couldn’t go back to the pain and suffering (mise) in Haiti 
but instead wanted to return and actually make things better. The verses mixed English 
and Creole—“M’ sot nan long way…”—and they resonated with Vlad’s extended 
network, which included many immigrants like himself: 
People started sharing that, and then boom, I couldn't accept no more friends on 
my personal page. So I created a fan page. Next thing you know: 2 thousand 
people, 5 thousand people, 10 thousand, 15 thousand, now it's 24 thousand, and 
we're like shoot!59 
 
That freestyle went up in 2015, and within days MasterBrain had fans from Montreal to 
Miami to Port-au-Prince, all without every playing a show or putting out a record—and 
of course, without setting foot back in Haiti.  
 
59 Vladimir Mead, personal communication, 4/9/2017 
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Figure 4.2: MasterBrain’s Facebook page. Screenshot, 2017. Photograph by the author. 
 
 Many of those early freestyles are still visible on the @MasterBrain617 Facebook 
page, and they share a common style that emphasizes the intimate and social nature of his 
performance.60 Vlad is casually dressed, and sits at a table in his house with his phone 
propped up in front of him. Much like a radio broadcaster, he first greets his audience—
“Bonjou oubyen bonswa,” acknowledging that it could be day or night wherever the 
viewers are—then encourages them to share his content on their own pages, and finally 
introduces what they’re about to hear. His recurring hashtags provide small reminders of 
 
60 https://www.facebook.com/MasterBrain617/ 
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the immediateness of what you’re hearing (#sanplimsankaye—“no pen, no notebook”), 
and also appeal to the intimate connection of the audience itself 
(#LèwAyisyenWaKonprann—“if you’re Haitian, you get it”). Formally speaking, these 
short freestyles, many of which last under three minutes, could not be more different 
from the sprawling tracks released by the mainstream konpa bands. Vlad doesn’t need to 
leave room for an animateur to introduce the song or contextualize it for the audience, 
because he’s already done that work himself. There is still room for further interaction 
and signifying, but that is done around the recording—through comments, shares and 
responses—rather than within the song itself. In many videos one of Vlad’s two young 
daughters sits on his lap, singing along or sometimes nodding off to sleep. Even this 
personal touch is somewhat calculated—once Vlad realized that people were more likely 
to comment and share when an adorable kid was in the video, he made a point of 
including them. Every post is an experiment in how to frame a song and how to present it 
to an audience—whenever something works, he holds onto that for next time.  
Those social media instincts have slowly developed into a deliberate strategy. 
Vlad tells me how he follows trends on both Haitian and U.S. media, waiting for a 
moment when the internet is “dead,” then posting his content for maximum impact. He 
pulls out catchphrases from his lyrics that work as punchy hashtags—#kembeyes (‘I keep 
my promise’), #PaGADEM (‘mind your business’), #kotkòbLa (‘show me the money’)—
which can then serve to focus audience engagement. For some videos he will issue a 
listener challenge: share your own lyrics, your own dance move, or your own outfit. It 
reminds me of the way Don Lolo at Radio Venus would draw listeners in through the 
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thrill of competition and their desire to participate in the broadcast. Vlad knows his 
followers want to share about themselves, and so he thinks about what they’re posting 
already (cute pictures of their kids, what they’re wearing out to a concert, etc.), and then 
gives a reason for them to organize their sharing around his content. So while a radio 
animateur mostly aspires to embed the station’s music in the lived reality of his or her 
audience, Vlad’s audience will actually embed themselves into his music by posting a 
video of their custom dance moves. The value of that liveness—at least in social terms—
is born out in the numbers. MasterBrain now has over 35 thousand followers on 
Facebook, and over 65 thousand followers on Instagram—some of those early freestyles 
he posted, have been viewed almost 100 thousand times.   
 
 The life of an aspiring social media star—especially one trying to make it in the 
HMI—contains profound contrasts. The first time I meet up with Vlad, he’s just gotten 
back from an out of town show, and still has a personal security guard with him from the 
trip. The second time we meet, we’re at an office building in Boston’s Back Bay, where 
Vlad works as a security guard. He is dressed all in black, and explains each of the 
badges hanging around his neck: the black one means you work in the building, yellow 
one means full access, and white for high-security access. At this point in his career, Vlad 
has not managed to convert his tens of thousands of digital followers into a stable source 
of income, so he puts in forty hours a week minding the desk at this Amazon facility—
sometimes more if there’s nothing happening musically. Yet it’s here in this office lobby 
that Vlad first explains to me his plan for returning to Haiti. This is in the spring of 2017, 
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and a song he was featured on is getting major attention in the HMI. For solo artists like 
himself—especially rappers—this kind of collaboration with an established konpa band is 
a big opportunity for getting exposure. The band is called Gabel, and the song, “Pa Ka Fe 
Pitit,” is about a young couple struggling to have a child. It’s a somber story, and the 
video has shots of the band cut with images of burning baby toys and sippy cups. Then 
halfway through the song, MasterBrain enters and the tone shifts. His verse builds up to 
the line “m’ap kenbe yes”—literally “I’m holding onto yes”—but meaning: “I’ll keep my 
promise.” Sitting in the lobby that day, Vlad tells me that after ten years away, this is his 
time to go back.  
 As I follow Vlad during this time and meet those close to him, I see how 
remarkable it is that he has waited so long to go to Haiti. There are daily direct flights 
from Boston for just a few hundred dollars: you take off after breakfast and land in time 
for lunch. Vlad could afford the ticket, and in fact many of his friends, collaborators and 
family members make that trip every year. When I meet Vlad’s cousin Mitsouka, she 
marvels at his patience: “I don't know how he does it, not going back, I ask how does he 
survive this?”61 What I come to realize, however, is that much like a social media post, 
the return to Haiti must be timed for maximum impact. The way Vlad conceives of this 
timing reflects his larger understanding of how to build an online brand, and also how to 
profit from it. He tells me:  
Here's my thing with Haiti, right. I have all these people waiting for me, so I have 
to bring something back, that's how I see it. I’m not just gonna go on vacation. 
 
61 Mitsouka Exantuse, personal communication, 7/2/2017 
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Before, when I was nobody, I could just go to Haiti, but now, I’m like boom, 
Masterbrain. So it’s kind of different now, you know?62 
 
Vlad hopes—and to some extent knows—that his virtual self has already arrived in Haiti 
through social media, that kids are singing along to his songs and sharing his videos. 
Therefore, he doesn’t want to present his physical self until it can match the anticipation 
he’s built, otherwise all the work he’s done will be diminished.  
Even though Vlad clearly understands the value of a digital presence, his words 
and actions affirm a clear distinction between the ‘real’ world of live performance, and 
the illusory world of media. That distinction is doubled in Vlad’s case by his location in 
the diaspora, which further weakens the realness of his media presence in Haiti. “Some 
people still think MasterBrain is fake,” he declares to me at one point, before describing 
his plans to “go back there and do a concert and prove to them that I'm real.” This point 
of Vlad’s is worth pausing on, because it pushes back against a whole body of migration 
and media studies literature that emphasizes the immense strength of online connections 
as the basis for close-knit communities, business opportunities and even political action.63 
I don’t in any way dismiss that claim; in fact, the previous two chapters advance versions 
of it in the cases of Chokarella and Emergency Kompa, but it is worth considering the 
limitations of those virtual connections for the musicians whose livelihood ultimately 
depends on more direct forms of interpersonal exchange. In an industry where media 
products produce little revenue and live performance is the lifeline of most artists, Vlad’s 
 
62 Vladimir Mead, personal communication, 7/2/2017 
63 See for example Andoni Alonso and Pedro J Oiarzabal, Diasporas in the New Media Age: Identity, 
Politics, and Community (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2010); Victoria Bernal, ‘Diaspora , Cyberspace 
and Political Imagination: The Eritrean Diaspora Online’, 2 (2006), 161–79. 
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distinguishing of the real and virtual elements of his career makes perfect sense. This 
raises an additional internal tension, with the way I’ve defined liveness up to this point—
which is to say, from the perspective of broadcasters and listeners. The very qualities that 
make recorded music feel ‘live’ and ‘real’ for consumers of Haitian media—its 
frictionless circulation and constant reconfiguration—make it less than real for the artists 
themselves, for whom it can only ever be a vehicle for financial exchange, never the 
actual product. As Vlad demonstrates, that tension holds even when the artist becomes 
the broadcaster, and starts actively distributing his own songs online.  
But at the same time, Vlad’s business strategy highlights the importance of media 
and its liveness as that driving mechanism for earning money in performance. One day, 
as we drive around his home neighborhood of Roslindale, he describes how to “really 
make it in the HMI.” The money is actually here, he explains, in the Haitian-American 
market—Miami, New York, Boston—“But people from here, they have to see, because 
the vibe is in Haiti. If people in Haiti are feeling your vibe, you will get people here to 
feel your vibe too, then they will come out to see you.” He’s describing a kind of ping-
pong game between physical and virtual, here and there: working from the diaspora his 
mediated self must first lay the groundwork for his physical self to perform in Haiti, 
which will then be broadcast back out to the diaspora via the same channels, so that his 
physical self can return to reap the rewards. That is part of the reason he feels so much 
pressure around this upcoming trip: it represents the moment in his strategy when all his 
social media efforts are put to the test, and then projected outwards from the symbolic 
center of Haitian popular culture. After he explains all this, I ask what he’ll say when he 
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finally does get up on stage in Haiti. He says he’ll start with a “sak pase?” just to test the 
crowd. The natural response is “n’ap boule”—literally, ‘I’m burning’—and the way the 
crowd says it will tell him everything he needs to know. “If I get a n’ap boule,” he says in 
a hushed voice, “I'm like OK, I'm gonna have to do a lot. But if I get a NAP BOULE!! I'm 
like OK, I got them already.” Even this most ‘real’ moment of his first performance, it 
would seem, is cultivated and calculated—all part of the master plan.   
 
 With just a few weeks until that Haiti debut, Vlad sets off on a warm-up tour with 
Gabel, the band with whom he recorded the song “Pa Ka Fe Pitit.” They kick it off in 
Boston, and so I take the opportunity to meet some of Vlad’s potential audience—the 
people he’s counting on to make him a star, and hopefully make him rich. The concert 
itself is a perfect illustration of how the HMI operates in a place like Massachusetts. 
There are no large venues here dedicated to Haitian music, so what you have instead are 
individual promoters who rent out different spaces around town: The Wonderland 
Ballroom on Revere Beach, or the Guilt Nightclub downtown. The show tonight is in a 
generic event hall in the city of Brockton—one hour south of the city proper—with white 
walls, drop ceilings and beige curtains. The entire space is actually set underneath the 
bleachers of an amateur league baseball stadium, home to the Brockton Rox. At one point 
I step out a side door and find myself next to the third baseline bleachers, where an 
almost entirely white crowd is enjoying an after-game fireworks display to the 
accompaniment of “Born in the USA,” pumped through the tinny public address system.  
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 A different demographic has gathered for the Gabel show: all Haitian—and 
specifically, Haitians whose music and media habits are oriented around the HMI. I speak 
with a dozen or so attendees, many of whom tell me proudly how they only listen to 
Haitian music, and make a point of supporting artists when they come here to perform. 
Everyone can list off their favorite live acts like Klass, NuLook and JBeatz, but 
awareness of MasterBrain is mixed—remember that the main draw tonight is Gabel. 
When I do mention the name, one man is unsure—“I think he’s a rapper, right?”—while 
another concert goer responds with curiosity: “No, not sure, is he here tonight?” The 
people who do know MasterBrain tend to be younger, and they know him primarily 
through social media. A man named Jimmy has seen his songs on SoundCloud and 
Facebook. A woman named Darlen remarks on how he can “flow both sides” in his 
videos, rapping in both Creole and English. Another young woman named Rebecca, 
herself a singer, recalls watching MasterBrain freestyle on a Facebook live, incorporating 
the comments into his lyrics in real time; she was impressed. A local radio host named 
Sanders is even more admiring: “The kid is amazing, the kid’s got a lot of talent.”64 
 After all the build-up, MasterBrain doesn’t actually appear on stage until the final 
song of the night, at about one in the morning. But it’s the song everyone has been 
waiting to hear—“Pa Ka Fe Pitit”—and I can see Vlad pacing at the side of the stage, 
waiting for the band to call his name. When the call comes, the crowd’s response leaves 
no need for the usual ‘sak pase’ routine, and Vlad jumps right into his verse. It’s an 
affirming moment, with the audience echoing each chant of “kembe yes.” As soon as the 
 
64 Recorded at The Shaws Center, Brockton MA, 7/14/2017 
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song ends, the fluorescent lights on the ceiling come on and we’re back in the generic 
event hall—white walls, beige curtains. Vlad is taking selfies with the crowd, but I grab 
him at one point to ask what the song means to him in this moment. He reiterates the 
basic translation, of keeping your promise, then adds emphatically: “You said yes. Keep 
that shit, don't let it go. You said yes, you gonna do this, then do it.” Then he is back out 
in the crowd.  
 
Figure 4.3: Vlad takes photos with fans after a show. Brockton, 2017. Photograph by the 
author.  
 
 From here, Vlad’s route back to Haiti takes an unexpected turn. The shows with 
Gabel in New York and Montreal are a big success; he sends me recordings along the 
way, and even shares a video of a group of kids in Haiti singing along to his verse. 
Everything is coming together, until Gabel announces that they can’t cover any of Vlad’s 
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expenses for the Haiti tour—he’s still welcome to come, but at his own expense. I get a 
late-night text from Vlad, just a week before we had planned to rendezvous at the airport 
in Port-au-Prince: “Hey, in bad bad bad bad news, the tour has ben cancelled. Not Gabel's 
tour, but my tour.” This is a rude awakening for Vlad, who when we speak soon 
afterwards, tells me soberly that “it’s more like reality than like fantasy,” echoing his 
previous parsing of the ‘real’ and ‘virtual’ elements of his own career. In his world, 
media moves easily—clicks and views come cheaply—but moving bodies requires time, 
money and planning. As an independent artist attempting to broadcast his own music, 
Vlad has none of those things working for him. This turn of events is also reflective of 
the lack of structure cited by many in HMI, where informal agreements are hard to trust, 
and even formal contracts are frequently broken. But Vlad remains upbeat, repeating to 
me: “I will not let go of that dream; I will go to Haiti eventually, and that's a promise”—
and a few months later, he keeps his promise.  
 In November of 2017, Vlad and I watch together out the airplane window as Haiti 
first comes into view: the brown mountaintops—stripped of their trees—ringed by 
brilliant blue water. Four days earlier, he had announced to me that he would go to Haiti 
that week to perform at a rap kreyól festival, and asked if I would join him on the trip, so 
I leave Thanksgiving dinner early and meet Vlad at the airport. When we land in Port-au-
Prince, Vlad gets an immediate boost: the immigration officer recognizes his face from a 
video, and asks about a simmering rivalry that MasterBrain has with another rapper. Vlad 
is smiling as we descend the escalator, and tells me the rivalry is mostly for show—he 
plays into the “beef” narrative on social media because it helps to build hype for his act. 
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We’re met at the exit by Serge Gaspard, the father of Vlad’s manager in Boston, and also 
something of a local gwo neg—a ‘big wig’—with ties in entertainment, business and 
politics. ‘Papa Serge’ has taken care of the local logistics, and hurries us out of airport in 
a pair of 4X4s. When we arrive at the festival venue, however, Vlad gets another dose of 
reality. The security guards don’t know who he is, and after talking our way inside, the 
festival organizers say MasterBrain is not even scheduled to perform. Papa Serge takes 
the organizer aside for a talk, while Vlad and I sit in silence on a bench to await the 
verdict. We can hear them arguing back and forth, and see Serge gesturing towards us—
as if to say: ‘He’s come all this way, and even brought this white guy to record the whole 
thing, you have to let him perform.’  
I’m starting to grow uncomfortable with this entire situation, when the negotiation 
breaks off, and Serge walks back with the news: Vlad will perform, but at 2:30 p.m. It’s 1 
p.m. already; no one is here and the sun is beating down on an empty stage. This is not 
the homecoming Vlad has been working towards, so we leave and get lunch, then get a 
carwash. Hours pass. Vlad showers and gets dressed, rehearses with his DJ, and finally 
we head back to the stage. He’s decided to simply show up when he’s ready to perform, 
and see what happens. He’s waited ten years for this; he can wait a few more hours. We 
arrive at six p.m., and naturally the festival still hasn’t started. But people are arriving, 
and the energy is building. The whole set-up is very slick: big stage, professional sound, 
and lots of press—all securely enclosed in a walled courtyard that also houses an outdoor 
museum to Haiti’s days as a plantation colony. Behind the stage, we are surrounded by 
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machinery that slaves once used to process sugar cane—gears, levers and kettles—all 
casting long shadows from the stage lights.  
While we wait, Vlad finally gets some VIP treatment, with young staffers passing 
around cans of beer and toasted baguettes. A few other artists come say hi, but even in 
these moments leading up to the performance, Vlad is still thinking about his media 
strategy. He makes a point of not advertising his presence at the festival (some acts show 
up with their entire entourage in matching shirts); in fact, his social pages have been 
completely silent since we left Boston. He’s even changed up his look to help keep a low 
profile. That’s because he wants the big reveal to come the moment he steps on stage, 
when the MC—Radio One host Carel Pedre—announces his name, and MasterBrain 
finally becomes ‘real’ in Haiti. Waiting in the wings, Vlad tells me: “I’ve never been so 
nervous in my life, never.”  When the moment finally comes, Vlad gets a burst of cheers 
that fade by the time he reaches the lip of the stage. Cameras and microphones point in 
from every side, many of them streaming live. He starts with his verse from “Pa Ka Fe 
Pitit”—no track, just rapping acapella—and amazingly the crowd presses forward, 
chanting along with each refrain: “kenbe yes, kenbe yes, kenbe yes!”  
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Figure 4.4: Vlad wades into the crowd at the end of his set. Port-au-Prince, 2017. 
Photograph by the author.  
 
 The morning after the festival Vlad goes on a media tour, starting with a morning 
show called Kay Kino, followed by an appearance on Chokarella. At Kino’s, he finds 
himself part of a roundtable with the program’s regular commentators—something like 
The Today Show, or Fox & Friends. Watching him there during the broadcast, I’m struck 
by how out of his element Vlad looks. When the energy and pace of the conversation 
pick up, he seems to pull back into himself, struggling to get a word in. I’m reminded that 
MasterBrain is not a radio host who spends every morning hunched over a broadcast mic, 
bantering with guests and co-hosts. He would never describe himself as a broadcaster, 
and nor for that matter would JPerry, whose story I will turn to now. They are both 
musicians—the ones making the music—who have nonetheless taken on many of the 
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roles of the broadcaster in order to support their careers. In the next section, I push this 
idea one step farther, showing how an artist can animate his music entirely outside the 
HMI, and in the process find a novel source of income.   
 
“When the anchor’s away, the music will play” 
 Outside in Boston the temperature is about thirty degrees, and yet there’s a fan 
blowing at full power in the window. That’s because inside, we’re doing Zumba. Lena 
Andrade stands at the front of the room in calf-length leggings, a burst of tight curls 
pulled back in a hair tie. “Pick it up!” she shouts, clapping her hands and pounding the 
floor as she leads the group back to the top of the choreography. The fifteen or so people 
in front of me—mixed in age and gender, but mostly white—have come out at 10:30 a.m. 
on a Sunday to dance for one hour non-stop. They look like they could be rehearsing a 
routine for a music video, but it’s not about performing at all—it’s about exercise.  
According to Zumba’s own numbers, some 15 million people show up every 
week at 200,000 different classes just like this in 180 countries around the world.65 And 
driving it all, is music. In Lena’s words, “My playlist has to be exciting; that's what's 
going to keep my class excited, and keep me excited.” To help keep those classes 
exciting, Zumba itself licenses and commissions music that it sends out directly to its 
network of official instructors. And it was on one of those mix CDs that Lena first heard 
a song by an artist named JPerry; it was called “Dekole.” 66 She liked the energy right 
 
65 Zumba website: https://www.zumba.com/en-US/about Accessed 9/13/2018 
66 Lena Andrade, personal communication, 3/19/2017 
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away, and sure enough, when the song comes on during class the students all start 
pumping their arms in unison, barely even looking at Lena. This section traces the 
personal and transactional journey that brought “Dekole” into that classroom, and 
considers how this song and others by JPerry reflect their medium of distribution—
“Dekole” is not ideally suited for Haitian radio, but it is ideally suited for Zumba. While 
this journey leaves Haiti and even the HMI behind, it remains enmeshed in the 
commercial and regulatory environment where the song was created, in the hills above 
Port-au-Prince.  
JPerry is short for Jonathan Perry. He comes from a well-off family in the Haitian 
capital, and when he told his parents that he didn’t want to stay in school and instead 
wanted to pursue music, they said: “Well alright, you want to do music, but that's it. 
Basically, you on your own now.”67 He knew that making a living from music was hard, 
and that in Haiti he could not count on getting any kind of royalty payments or copyright 
protection, so initially he focused on producing music in English—figuring that was the 
only way to reach an international audience. He told me how that thinking eventually 
began to change: 
All the songs were basically done for the album—we actually even sent it to print. 
I was coming back from the studio; it was two or three in the morning. And when 
I got home I wasn't tired, so I'm like, let me do some work on a beat. I loved that 
beat so much, I thought, this should be the one to write in Creole. And that's when 
I came up with the hook: 'ole ole ole oh.' And then the word—dekole—came to 
mind. ‘Dekole’ means, so when something is stuck, you say that it's 'kole,' and to 
unstuck that thing is to 'dekole.' 
 
 
67 Jonathan Perry, personal communication, 3/28/2017 
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In Carel Pedre’s telling of this same story, it was an interview on his radio program, 
Chokarella, that prompted JPerry to include a Creole song on the record. But regardless 
of its inspiration, “Dekole” was a huge hit in Haiti when it dropped in 2011, and even 
became the theme for the country’s 2012 Carnival. While the song was without a doubt 
successful on Haitian radio and within the HMI, it was always intended to go farther than 
the Haitian market—JPerry just didn’t know yet how it would get there. 
When he recorded “Dekole,” Jonathan was only vaguely aware of Zumba; he had 
seen his sister doing it in the house and teased her about it, not realizing the program’s 
value either as a fitness regimen or as a music platform. But with the success of his first 
single, he got a new manager named Joe Mignon, who also happened to know the owners 
of Zumba. Jonathan had assumed that “Dekole” wouldn’t spread beyond Haiti because it 
was in Creole, but the Zumba team loved the beat and licensed it for their classes—
eventually making its way onto the mix CD that Lena and other instructors received in 
the mail. At first, he says, other artists he knew were skeptical, even teasing him like he 
had once teased his sister. “I'm telling them: no, I don't do Zumba, I just do music for 
Zumba.” But then, “when they started realizing what Zumba was doing for me, they 
stopped teasing me, and now it was like: ‘Ohhh, Zumba!’” Besides just licensing existing 
songs, Zumba also began commissioning new ones. JPerry told me that his song “Bouje” 
was just an idea for a hook until his management team shared it with people at Zumba: 
“And they're like: ‘Hey we like this one. Make sure he finishes that one. Tell him to 
finish that right now in a hurry, because we need it!’” The video for “Bouje” (literally 
‘move’) is even filmed at a Zumba instructors convention, with a whole troupe of expert 
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dancers pumping their arms together in the middle of a fountain (Lena was there, but 
unfortunately missed the video shoot). In our conversation, Jonathan calls the song 
“Zumba’s baby.” 
 
Figure 4.5: An image from the “Bouje” music video. Screenshot, 2019.  
Photograph by the author.  
 
As a distribution platform, Zumba allows JPerry to ‘animate’ his songs through 
physical activity, rather the words of a radio host. In the song “Bouje,” common dance 
music rhetoric like “to the left,” “everybody dance” and “put your hands up” become 
literal instructions, reinforced by direct calls of “Zumba!” and of course the instructor’s 
own leadership. Much like a radio broadcast, the Zumba classroom creates a listening 
experience that is social and dynamic, bringing the music to life in real time. This aim of 
physical animation rather than sonic animation is reflected in the structure of the song 
itself. While konpa music offers a broad palette for the animateur to express his or her 
own personality vocally—with lengthy song forms and frequent instrumental breaks—
“Bouje” leaves little room for extra commentary. As an illustration, I’ve analyzed the 
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form of “Bouje” alongside that of the song “CIA,” by the popular konpa band CaRiMi—
cited earlier as active participants in the political economy of liveness (Figure 4.6).  
 
Figure 4.6: Song form analysis of “CIA” by CaRiMi and “Bouje” by JPerry 
 
 “CIA” is typical of its genre, featuring five distinct vocal sections interspersed 
with a variety of instrumental breaks of different lengths. I have attempted to chart these 
many sections in Figure 4.6, even though the song clearly does not fit in a simple 
verse/chorus/bridge pop mold. Rather than drill down on the details of the form, however, 
I have highlighted the textural changes that most directly inform the animateur’s work. 
Here I have identified three, marked in shades of blue: instrumental texture, vocal texture, 
and the refrain or ‘hook,’ which is based on the repeated line: “sa se CIA.” Seen in this 
way, the song form moves back and forth between vocal sections and instrumental 
sections—during which the animateur would be most active—while over time focusing 
more time on the core refrain. Its form is open to elaboration, which reflects its 
participation in a political economy of liveness on Haitian radio. To make this point, 
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Figure 4.7 shows a waveform of the song being animated on Radio Bellevue in Jacmel, 
Haiti.  The tall spikes correspond to his speech, while the consistent ‘floor’ of sound 
represents the song itself, played back through a studio monitor.68  
Figure 4.7: Waveform showing host commentary over a graph of song form.  
  
 
Below the waveform, I have added a simple graph of the song’s form, once again 
showing instrumental passages in light blue and vocal sections in darker blue, with the 
core refrain highlighted in a darker shade. This allows us to see where exactly in the form 
the animateur chooses to insert his commentary; for example, we can see that he speaks 
during almost all of the instrumental passages, and almost none of the refrains. This is 
most notable at the beginning of the first refrain at about 2:30, when he drops out 
completely, only to resume speaking as soon as the next instrumental section begins.  
Returning to “Bouje” (Figure 4.6), we can see that the song form is far more 
predictable and vocally-driven than “CIA.” It is a complete and closed package—cycling 
quickly through a few basic sections in under four minutes—and even includes a whole 
section of shout-outs, a role that in a konpa song might be left to the animateur. In this 
section, which recurs several times, JPerry calls out directly to listeners in LA, Dubai and 
Colombia, reflecting the spread of his Zumba audience, and tells them to move their 
 
68 I began recording partway into the song, which is why there is no information for the first minute. 
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bodies in both English and Creole. The structure of “Bouje” reflects JPerry’s stated 
aspiration to participate in the political economy of copyright, which values a clearly 
defined musical work, rather than one subject to layers of elaboration. Zumba is Perry’s 
entry point, and its fitness routines contribute their own musical logic; they are repetitive 
by design—easy to learn and focused on exercising specific muscle groups. Therefore, a 
tight song form in which all the parts recur in regular units of eight measures (in the 
classroom this is felt as four eight-counts) is ideal for instruction—“CIA,” by contrast, 
has sections of that are six, eight, twelve and sixteen bars in length. With “Bouje,” 
instructors like Lena can easily arrange their routines from a repertoire of stock motions, 
building a custom choreography from a series of eight-count blocks. This modular quality 
is especially apparent if you compare the original recording of “Bouje” (produced by 
Powersurge and featuring an artist named Shabba), with a remake created specifically for 
a Zumba convention (featuring the Guadeloupean artist Admiral T). While the 
instrumental track, verse lyrics and shout-outs are different in the later version, the form 
and tempo remain the same, except that verse for the featured artist is doubled from eight 
bars to sixteen. This means that the same choreography will work just as well for either 
version, both of which begin and end with chants of “Zumba, Zumba.” By creating music 
in this way, JPerry renders the radio host unnecessary, and through the Zumba network is 
able to bring his songs to life in classrooms around the world.   
It is important to note here that the Zumba audience is for the most part, not 
Haitian. The students I met in Lena’s class do not follow the HMI; they did not know 
who made the music they were dancing to, or even where it came from—except that 
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Zumba’s origins are loosely “Latin American.” This marks a significant departure from 
every other example of broadcasting I have cited in this study, for which both the 
producers and audiences have been Haitian. JPerry’s musical choices should therefore be 
understood as catering to not only the Zumba studio as a listening space, but also to the 
international market more broadly. Given the challenges of monetizing recorded music 
within Haiti, this elusive goal of ‘crossing over’ and ‘transcending’ the Haitian market 
comes up frequently there—especially in light of recent success by other Caribbean 
musical exports. JPerry even brands his own music as “Caribbean Pop,” a genre label that 
has little significance within Haiti, yet is clearly legible to the international market. When 
discussing the viability of Haitian music on this market, I have observed that musical 
form—the exact variable I have focused on in this analysis—is often the subject of 
intense debate.69 The critics say konpa cannot cross over because the songs have too 
many sections and run too long, while konpa traditionalists treasure these very qualities. 
The point I want to highlight here, is that these musical qualities are associated with 
specific circumstances and political economies of listening. The extended konpa form 
makes sense when an animateur (on the radio) or the band’s singer (in a live show) can 
put it to productive use. It is part of the symbiotic contract between these parties: bands 
offer free recordings over which the radio hosts can expansively market their 
personalities, and this in turn generates performance opportunities for the band to make 
its living. JPerry is seeking a different kind of contract, in which he gets paid for the 
 
69 Joel Widmaier, personal communication, 8/18/2016 and Carl-Fredrick Behrmann, personal 
communication, 8/20/2016 
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recording itself. This requires not only a different music platform, but in his case a 
different music audience, and consequently a different kind of music.  
 
To get a better understanding of the financial side of the JPerry’s Zumba 
arrangement, I spend an afternoon with the head of his record label, Carl-Fredrick 
Behrmann. In Port-au-Prince, physical elevation correlates strongly with wealth—the 
higher you live, the better off you are—and Carl-Fred’s home is perched on the hilltop, 
the winding road literally ending at his gate. When I arrive there, a session is underway in 
the basement studio. Carl-Fred is leaning over the mixing console, which he later tells me 
is the first SSL board installed in Haiti (the high-end audio brand even features the studio 
on their website70). His black hair is slicked back and his upper body fills out a pastel 
yellow polo. Still unhappy with the sound, he tries patching the drum signal through a 
rack of audio units stacked off to one side. Most studios in Haiti do not have this kind of 
equipment; the main reason this one does is that Carl-Fred works in the auto import 
industry (You may recall that Behrmann Motors owned the Carnival stand where Carel 
Pedre broadcasted from in Chapter Two). But Carl-Fred’s music label, called Baoli 
Records, has also proven profitable, largely through the success of JPerry.  
The Zumba relationship provides JPerry and Baoli with several revenue streams. 
As a distribution platform, it gets music into markets where the label can generate direct 
revenue from digital sales and streams. JPerry’s Spotify page shows over 50,000 monthly 
 
70 https://store.solidstatelogic.com/studio/main-room-180 
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listeners, for example, more than double what Haiti’s top konpa bands can boast.71 When 
Carl-Fred looks at the detailed report behind that number, he sees engagement coming 
from Australia to Ireland to Brazil, a spread which he attributes largely to Zumba.72 
When those thousands of Zumba fans and instructors then go and post videos of their 
own routines (just Google “JPerry Zumba choreography” and you can scroll through 
pages of them) many of those videos generate regular royalties as well. At the same time, 
Carl-Fred tells me, JPerry has a direct licensing deal with Zumba, which pays to use his 
songs for events and promotional material. In 2016, Zumba began advertising its first 
ever cruise vacation. The promo video opens with a shot of a ship and a tag line—“When 
the anchor’s away, the music will play”—then you hear JPerry shout out his own name 
before the beat drops for “Konsey,” one of his biggest hits.73 “So that was generating a lot 
of airplay funds from the states, from Europe, from Africa,” Carl-Fred explains, “because 
Zumba is worldwide.” The cruise sold out, and even stopped in Haiti, where JPerry then 
performed for all the guests at a beach party. Carl-Fred wouldn’t give exact numbers, but 
said that the whole cruise package produced “good returns” for the label: “It is such a 
powerful organization, people tend to minimize it, think of Zumba as just a simple 
workout company. It's a lot more than that, it's a cult.” 
 In a testament to Zumba’s value, Carl-Fred and JPerry have actually turned down 
recording contracts from major international labels, specifically because the deals would 
 
71 From Spotify player app, accessible online at: 
https://open.spotify.com/artist/4fkonOVOD4ehVOd2gAxgyZ Accessed 9/13/18 
72 Personal communication, Carl-Fredrick Behrmann, 8/20/2016 
73 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0-JT8gGUsnA  
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have interfered with their control of the Zumba relationship. And in many ways Zumba is 
already doing much of the work of a record label—guiding production, distributing new 
releases and collecting revenue. For JPerry, Zumba is a musical world unto itself: 
Every time I go to the office and meet with them, they're like: ‘J, what's up? Send 
us more music!’ So I could be just making music for Zumba and be successful. 
That's how good of a platform and how good Zumba is. I could just basically stay 
home, and be a Zumba artist and be in the Zumba world forever, and I'd be fine. 74 
 
As this last quotation illustrates, Zumba offers Jonathan a degree of security and 
autonomy within the often-unpredictable Haitian music market. By choosing to focus on 
this platform—even at the expense of a major label recording contract—he priorities a 
guaranteed return over the possibility of an even greater, but more uncertain opportunity. 
So far that strategy is paying off: in 2017 the song “Bouje” was licensed by Disney for 
the film Cars 3, accompanying a Zumba-like workout montage. The movie opened in 
over four thousand theatres around the world, grossing almost four hundred million 
dollars.75 A little piece of that four hundred million went to Jonathan Perry. When I asked 
if that song he registered with the BHDA had earned any royalties yet; he said he had no 
idea, and that maybe I should go ask the copyright office.  
 
I interpret JPerry’s Zumba partnership as an extraordinary but indicative example 
of the ways Haitian artists seek financial security in the absence of reliable state and 
private institutions. Record sales and airplay simply don’t pay in Haiti, and so radio 
cannot offer the gateway to a livelihood as a recording artist. All radio can offer is social 
 
74 Jonathan Perry, personal communication, 3/28/2017 
75According to Box Office Mojo:  https://www.boxofficemojo.com/movies/?id=cars3.htm 
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capital—recognition, relevance, respect—which artists must then monetize through 
constant performance and direct sponsorship. JPerry finds an alternative through Zumba, 
allowing him to reach markets and audiences where copyright does count—like that 
sweaty dance studio in Boston. Both he and MasterBrain work around the traditional 
radio system that is so central to the success of konpa bands like CaRiMi, Klass or 
NuLook; yet in charting these alternatives, they also channel some of the same qualities 
that have given radio such a profound footing in Haitian society. JPerry and MasterBrain 
are both artists and broadcasters. By including their stories in the final chapter of this 
account of Haitian radio and its digital extensions, I seek to emphasize two important 
points that have appeared throughout the case studies.  
First, is the fact that radio is fundamentally a practice, rather than a technology. 
The formats, conventions, techniques and audience expectations that make Haitian 
radio—and indeed any communications medium—work, can be applied anywhere, on 
any device. I hope to push that thinking by arguing that even a rapper at his kitchen table, 
posting freestyles of Facebook, can be understood through the logic of radio. Yet even as 
I seek to liberate the notion of radio from its material containers, I remain attentive to the 
material circumstances in which radio takes place. This leads to a second point, about the 
need for specificity in media studies more broadly. In this chapter, I have focused on the 
political economy of music and media in Haiti, a system which in turn has helped to 
shape the relationships between artists, broadcasters and listeners, as well as the ways 
each of them engages with radio as a tool of music distribution. While many observers—
including in Haiti—might look at this system as dysfunctional or simply non-existent, I 
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have attempted to see it as generative of the very media practices that propel the 
narratives in this chapter. For better or worse, the distinctive nature of Haiti’s political 
economy has emerged alongside distinct media cultures. 
I believe this perspective on media—in which even regulatory failure can be 
recognized as a productive force—is especially fruitful in our present moment.76 Music 
industries are in flux worldwide: revenue from recorded music is in a long decline while 
revenue from live music is growing rapidly, streaming services are challenging the very 
idea of the album or song as discrete commodities, and for the first time ever global 
revenue from digital music has outpaced sales of physical albums.77 Terrestrial radio is 
dealing with its own upheavals—corporate consolidation, unsustainable debt, and 
competition from podcasting and other digital media—that have undermined 
longstanding business models. It is a moment in which artists, producers, pundits and 
policymakers everywhere are attempting to imagine new possible models for making 
media, including new possible models for copyright law—in fact, the U.S. Copyright 
Office recently published a 245-page report to this very effect.78 My premise has been to 
consider the Haitian industry as a radical example of one such alternative. The aim is not 
to romanticize the industry as it is, nor to ignore the passionate and reasoned arguments 
in support of copyright reform. Instead, the aim is simply to take Haiti and its creative 
 
76 Virtually all digital systems are characterized by constant and largely imperceptible technical failures, 
for example, see Eriksson and others, p. 120.  
77 Hannah Karp, ‘Music Industry Sees Growth in Concert Revenue’, The Wall Street Journal, September 
2016. 
78 “Copyright and the Music Marketplace,” United States Copyright office, February 2015 
https://copyright.gov/docs/musiclicensingstudy/copyright-and-the-music-marketplace.pdf 
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professionals seriously—as artists, innovators and experimenters. Beyond serving as a 
singular case study, I would argue that the situation in Haiti is broadly relevant to 
questions and critiques raised about copyright worldwide. Alex Sayf Cummings calls the 
expansion of copyright enforcement a “failure of political imagination,” and Jason 
Toynbee argues that the European model of authorship should be replaced by a more 
social model rooted in the African diaspora.79 Could Haiti in some ways already reflect 
this alternative future that they imagine? 
 A few months after returning from my first trip to Haiti, I had a chance to put that 
question to some of the copyright advocates I cited at the beginning of this chapter, 
including the entertainment lawyer, Melissa Bernier. We met at a Haitian café in 
Brooklyn, where we sat for several minutes with our backs to each other before she had 
the good sense to text: “Hi Ian, I’m Here.” Having struggled for years to protect the legal 
rights of her clients, Bernier is understandably reluctant to see the Haitian industry as a 
model for any industry’s future. But she did say this: the lack of recording revenue and 
the emphasis on live performance has generated a kind of intimacy in the scene, which as 
a fan she has always appreciated. “You can touch your artists, you can interact with them, 
you know where they are, they're very visible, they're very accessible.”80 That intimacy—
or ‘liveness,’ perhaps—is essential to survival in the HMI, and she went on to say that it 
also sets up Haitian artists well for a global industry in which media presence, personal 
branding, sponsorship and performance are all increasingly important sources of revenue. 
 
79 Cummings, p. 217; Toynbee, p. 131. 
80 Melissa Bernier, personal communication, 10/23/2016 
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So even as the industry is a “figment of imagination” by Bernier’s own legal standards, it 
is also intensely real—something she can reach out and touch—and perhaps even well 
positioned for the future. As JPerry and MasterBrain broadcast their own music outward 
through Facebook, Zumba and other channels, they are working to make that same 
connection: to become real in the minds of their fans, and come to life through sound.  
I followed up with Serge Turnier as well, but he was less inclined to see the 
Haitian industry in terms of possibility. “We don’t have a real industry; we have an 
illusion of an industry,” he said with a long sigh, echoing Bernier’s framing of the issue. 
Turnier had moved his family From Port-au-Prince to Fort Lauderdale by this time, and 
was making money as a Creole interpreter rather than producing, and so was feeling the 
state of the music industry in a personal way. “It’s like everyone else is in Walmart and 
we have a lemonade stand.”81 That metaphor struck me immediately, and thinking on it 
more the comparison feels strangely apt—regardless of where you stand on the issue—
capturing both the promise and peril of copyright in Haiti. And also in the metaphor, 
there remain many possibilities, for not all lemonade stands are bound to become 
Walmarts. 
 
 
81 Serge Turnier, personal communication, 4/13/2017 
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CONCLUSION: Still Radio 
 
 I did my final fieldwork in Haiti just a few weeks after the country was paralyzed 
by days of street protests against the sitting president, and his failure to prosecute corrupt 
dealings in the previous administration. The blockades and burnt tires were all cleared 
away when I arrived, but one visible sign remained: #challenge, spray painted on 
buildings and walls throughout Cap Haïtien. The widespread demonstrations 
(manifestasyon), which coincided with the date of a crucial battle in the Haitian 
revolution, marked the true arrival of social media as an instrument of protest and politics 
in Haiti—where previous upheavals had revolved around terrestrial radio, in this case, it 
was the hashtag that had come to life. A few weeks after returning from that fieldwork, 
another event caught my attention. A fire broke out in Port-au-Prince, next door to one of 
the city’s most established stations, Radyo Kiskeya. Watching as the flames spread, and 
knowing the fire department would never arrive in time, some of the staff stayed in the 
studio and turned to the only resource they had—the radio transmitter. As the distress call 
went out on the city’s airwaves, a fire crew in a neighboring district mobilized, and 
people near the station began pouring buckets of water on the fire in an effort to save the 
station.1  
It’s easy to point out anecdotes like these, which would seem to illustrate either 
terrestrial radio’s obsolescence or it’s vitality in this age of digital media. Both truths can 
 
1 Jacqueline Charles, ‘“All of It Is Lost.” Fire Destroys Haiti Radio Station, Leaving Its Future Uncertain’, 
Miami Herald, 22 December 2018. 
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be seen out in the world, begging the question: has the long-predicted death of radio 
finally come, or will it surprise the doomsayers yet again? As I’ve argued throughout 
these chapters, there are more important questions we should be asking, about adaptation 
and continuity, rather than just rupture and replacement—about radio’s extensions, rather 
than its extinction. And in attempting to answer these questions, I have had to reconsider 
my understanding of what radio is—to define it in terms of practices and experiences that 
transcend technologies. That is the underlying argument of the dissertation: radio is not 
just a technology—here used in the most material and mechanical sense—it’s something 
you do with technology. But to quote C.L.R. James, “even that is not the whole truth,” 
because physical devices too have their own agendas and agencies. A shortwave 
transmitter or a handheld transistor set operate in limited ways, suggesting certain usages 
and facilitating certain experiences, some of which we have come to know as “radio.” 
Therefore, understanding the digital extensions of radio is about toggling constantly 
between these ways of thinking—radio as technology, radio as practice—in order to tease 
out the tensions and negotiations at the core of all media.   
The four ethnographic chapters have made a series of focused claims in support of 
this larger idea. In “The Animator and the Operator,” I weigh the material and cultural 
factors that explain radio’s unique role in Haitian society, then theorize this role through 
the concept of liveness. This is my first step in understanding Haitian radio as something 
more expansive than simply electromagnetic radiation transmitted by or to Haitian 
people. It is a practice, with distinct formats, expectations and experiences. The middle 
chapters, “Building a Brand” and “Broadcasting Abroad,” test this claim by looking at 
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specific instances of broadcasting that cross both technical platforms—TuneIn, 
Facebook, terrestrial radio—and also national borders. While many of the essential 
qualities of liveness (animation, real-time transmission, listener interaction, a sense of 
shared experience) are evident in these case studies, they also illustrate other specificities 
of Haitian media that stem from its fundamentally transnational orientation. Finally, in 
“Artist as Broadcaster” I claim that animation and liveness can be understood as broadly 
relevant in the Haitian music industry, where they are linked with a commercial 
environment in which recorded music cannot be monetized directly, but rather is 
leveraged as a form of social capital. Yet even in expanding the limits of radio, this last 
chapter also recognizes its limitations, specifically for the artists who provide the 
animateur and opérateur with the raw materials for their broadcasts.   
In making these claims, the four ethnographic chapters have attempted to work 
outwards from what is undeniably radio—an FM station with an 80-foot transmitter 
tower on the roof—to what is less evidently so—a rapper in his bedroom on a phone. 
Along the way, there is an enterprising host building a vast digital audience, a small 
community of immigrants exchanging greetings via video comments, and an artist 
making custom songs for dance classes. This sequence is deliberate, increasingly pulling 
at the central tension of radio as a technology, and radio as a practice. I don’t land on one 
side or the other, any more than I declare whether each instance of broadcasting in these 
case studies is or isn’t radio. That would be like deciding whether the animator or 
operator is in control of the broadcast. It’s both of course, and neither. By progressively 
pushing the definition of what can be considered radio—both in terms of technologies 
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and practices—I hope to have made that same point: it’s both a technology and a practice, 
and neither. In framing the study in this may, I am also aware that it suggests a kind of 
teleology, with the old-fashioned animateur ultimately giving way to the Instagram 
celebrity, but these two figures can and do occupy the same space and time. Don Lolo 
uses Facebook just as MasterBrain gets played on Radio Venus, and to listeners 
themselves, the difference between an FM signal and a Facebook Live may be no more 
than a matter of preference or convenience—it’s all still radio in the end.  
There’s a certain tension in this premise: definitions matter, and yet they don’t. I 
insist on thinking critically about the meaning of radio, and at the same time embrace the 
idea that virtually any form of communication can be understood as radio. But as with 
other instances of tension—between agency and determinism, newness and oldness, 
animator and operator—I take this to be a productive one. It does not matter if I call 
Emergency Kompa a “radio station,” any more than it matters if I call MasterBrain a 
“broadcaster”—my labels will not change the work they do or the way it’s experienced. 
Yet as producers and consumers of media, there are real stakes in the way we mark and 
demarcate the media content that fills our lives, especially during times of rapid change 
in communications technology. This is one matter on which the determinists and 
constructivists—the pessimists and optimists—can all agree: media demand critical 
attention, or they become in McLuhan’s words: “prisons without walls for their human 
users.”2  
 
2 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man, 1964, p. 10. 
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I have focused my critical attention on challenging three persistent prejudices in 
the study of radio generally: its focus on technology, its focus on broadcasters, and its 
focus on the Global North. These narratives are mutually reinforcing (broadcasters 
handle the technology, the North is where the technology was invented, and so forth), 
which is why to challenge one is to rethink the meaning of radio itself. Yes, the word and 
concept are rooted in a specific technology for encoding sound as electromagnetic 
radiation, but the medium is a cultural phenomenon that accrues new power and meaning 
with each broadcast. Yes, radio signals may emanate outwards from a single source or 
voice, but those signals are meaningless until received, experienced and acted upon by 
listeners. Yes, radio is bound to the work of a few European and American inventors, but 
it is not defined by their actions or even their societies. The story of radio is told again 
and again, and in that retelling there is always an opportunity to challenge tired 
narratives—to hear old signals in a new way, and even in multiple ways at once. 
Similarly, the operators, animators and listeners may comprise the circuit of radio, but 
they don’t necessarily work as a unit. They push and pull, each with her own instincts and 
his own agenda, one intention leading to many possible experiences. Ultimately radio is 
just a word, but if radio can teach us anything, it’s that words matter—“And even that is 
not the whole truth.” 
 
Not surprisingly, this project has many gaps and silences that demand further 
research. Most notable perhaps, is the news, religious, sports and other talk-oriented 
programming that together fill the majority of airtime on Haitian stations. I treat these 
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only in passing, partly due to the particular interests and background I bring to the 
project, and partly because I believe music programming is productive for thinking about 
certain aspects of radio—its liveness and shared presence—especially when audiences 
are spread across divides of geography, language and life experience. And yet by 
isolating the musical component of radio in this way I am also showing my own cultural 
bias, coming from the United States where most stations are in fact defined by a single 
form of content. A more comprehensive treatment of the subject would let these different 
types of programming rub against each other as they do on the airwaves, surely yielding 
important insight into the nature of the medium in Haiti and elsewhere. Another subject 
that is treated incompletely is digital platforms such as Facebook and YouTube, which in 
keeping with the framing of this study, I theorize largely through the lens and logic of 
terrestrial radio. To consider them purely on their own terms would be to reinforce the 
very narrative of technological rupture that I seek to challenge. Yet just as with early 
radio transmission, the use of these digital platforms is informed by specific cultural 
biases, industry interests and technical properties of their operation. These specificities 
are addressed only briefly in my work, suggesting the need for future research that puts 
the use of digital and social media at its center. 
 Finally, despite my deliberate effort to include listeners and listening in my 
analysis, the practical challenges of doing so have resulted in a clear bias towards the 
production side of the equation. This in turn skews the perspective of my research in 
other ways. It focuses attention on urban centers at the expense of the suburban 
neighborhoods and rural areas where much radio listening takes place; and it generally 
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privileges middle-aged and middle-class men at the expense of other important voices. 
When I was able to engage directly with listeners, it tended to be in public or commercial 
spaces, and so future research should consider more private and domestic forms of 
listening, which would by necessity include a more diverse group of listeners in terms of 
age, gender, location, education and class. As a final note on this subject, I would hope 
that such research speaks to more than the academic specialists and industry insiders, 
because as I have argued throughout these pages, Haiti and Haitians are not marginal to 
the world of media. In their adaptive use of digital technologies, their strategic cultivation 
of transnational networks, and their alternative models for music circulation, Haitian 
producers and consumers can be instructive to anyone hoping to understand the media 
that fill our lives. I can only hope this truth has come through, despite the shortcomings I 
have cited.  
To my eyes and ears, there are near daily reminders of the relevance of this type 
of research. When a start-up raises $100 million dollars in venture capital funding to 
create a subscription-based podcast network, I have to ask: is that still a podcast if you 
have to pay for it, or is it something else? 3 When the Federal Trade Commission opens 
an anti-trust probe into Facebook, I have to wonder: what good exactly would they have a 
monopoly over? In each case, the definition of a medium—podcasting, social 
networking—becomes quite literally a million-dollar question. There is no shortage of 
 
3 In reference to Luminary Media’s launch in early 2019. See for example: 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/billrosenblatt/2019/05/03/luminarys-wobbly-launch-portends-big-
changes-in-the-podcast-market/#5b1d2ddb3863 
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writing on these questions, but I believe ethnography has a special contribution to make, 
one that is largely absent from both journalistic and scholarly discussions of new media. 
Ethnography forces us to face the seemingly mundane—to seek meaning in the everyday, 
where habits are formed and trends are passed along from one person to the next. It is 
tempting to define media in absolute terms, to accept the obvious and mundane as, well, 
obvious. Through ethnography, however, the tension between radio as technology and 
radio as practice can sit, unresolved. The sound can bleed through the glass without being 
confined to one side or the other. And so just as I must acknowledge the many 
weaknesses of this research, I want to embrace what I see as its most meaningful 
strength: a combination of research subject, field site and methodology that is much 
needed today, and that has forced me to ask new questions—at once, both familiar and 
foreign. 
 
 At the time of writing, the #challenge campaign has yet to produce real 
accountability, even as it raises fresh concerns about Haiti’s stability. I had hoped to 
return for a final period of fieldwork in early 2019, but have chosen not to in part due to 
security concerns, which also led to the cancellation of the national Carnival in Port-au-
Prince, and in February of this year prompted the US State Department to raise its travel 
warning for Haiti to the highest level possible. Radio Kiskeya, meanwhile, burned to the 
ground that December night, and standing amidst the ruins of her life’s work, one of the 
founders lamented simply: “There is no state in Haiti.” This project makes no 
prescriptions or predictions for Haiti’s future, except to say that radio—in all its 
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manifestations—will be a part of it. Internal conflict has followed Haiti throughout its 
more than two-hundred-year history, yet always mitigated by technologies of 
togetherness—the konbit for managing the fields and the lakou for serving the spirits—
ways of bringing heads together (tèt ansanm) when needed. Radio is one of these 
technologies, a term I use here finally in its most expansive and social sense. In its 
liveness, its constant binding of place, time, song and listener, radio does bring us 
together, however messy and contradictory the results.  
 Something I’ve noticed about Haitian radio broadcasts, is that they don’t end with 
a whole lot of fanfare. For the most part there is not a rousing conclusion, and the 
listeners don’t wait eagerly to hear those final seconds. On Emergency Kompa, Laspick 
usually gives a few final shout-outs to any listeners that are still actively commenting; 
then he cues the standard station ID—a chesty voice set to the sound of passing sirens—
and leans in close to the iPad to terminate the feed. Carel Pedre is even less ceremonial, 
giving a quick thank you to his guest, before hanging his headphones on the mic stand 
and pushing his chair away from the desk. In the studio at Radio Venus, the opérateur 
cues up a playlist that runs until the next animateur gets set up in the booth. Meanwhile, 
the barbers working downstairs at La Difference might not even note the transition. 
Perhaps that’s because on the airwaves, radio never really starts and stops; it’s just 
handed off from one voice to the next. 
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